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Translator's Note 


Arabic words and names in this book have been transliterated ac- 
cording to a system that allows those who know the Arabic alpha- 
bet to reconstruct the original spelling. Readers curious about the 
pronunciation of these names and words can refer to the ‘Note on 
Pronunciation’ at the back of the book. Others will not miss 
much if they simply ignore the dots and bars ofthe transliteration 
and pronounce the words as if they were English. Where a name 
or word has a standard English form (like Saladin), it has been 
used. The glossary gives brief definitions of all the Arabic words 
that occur in the book, whether they have been Anglicized or not. 
The intent ofthe glossary is not to provide scholarly descriptions 
of the terms, but to help in achieving one of the author's main 
goals: to make his book intelligible to those who have no special- 
ist knowledge of Arab history. 
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Foreword 


The basic idea of this book is simple: to tell the story of the Cru- 
sades as they were seen, lived, and recorded on ‘the other side'- 
in other words, in the Arab camp. Its content is based almost ex- 
clusively on the testimony of contemporary Arab historians and 
chroniclers. 

These latter spoke not of Crusades, but of Frankish wars, or 
‘the Frankish invasions. The word designating the Franks was 
transcribed in many ways, according to region, author, and peri- 
od. In the various chronicles, we find Faranj, Faranjat, Ifranj, 
Ifranjat, and other variants. For the sake of consistency, I have 
chosen to use the briefest form, Franj, a word which is used in 
colloquial Arabic even today to designate Westerners, and the 
French in particular. 

I was concerned not to burden my narrative with the many bib- 
liographical, historical, or other notes that are necessary in a 
work of this kind, and I have therefore grouped them all together 
at the back of the book, where they are arranged by chapter. 
Those who want to know more can usefully read them, but they 
are by no means indispensable to an understanding of the story, 
which is meant to be accessible to all. Rather than offer yet anoth- 
er history book, I have sought to write, from a hitherto neglected 
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point of view, what might be called the ‘true-life novel’ of the 
Crusades, of those two centuries of turmoil that shaped the West 
and the Arab world alike, and that affect relations between them 


even today. 
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Prologue 


Baghdad, August 1099. 


Wearing no turban, his head shaved as a sign of mourning, the 
venerable qaf Abii Saad al-I;larawi burst with a loud cry into the 
spacious drwan of the caliph al-Musta hir Billah, a throng of com- 
panions, young and old, trailing in his wake. Noisily assenting to 
his every word, they, like him, offered the chilling spectacle of 
long beards and shaven skulls. A few ofthe court dignitaries tried 
to calm him, but al-I:Iarawi swept them aside with brusque dis- 
dain, strode resolutely to the centre ofthe hall, and then, with the 
searing eloquence of a seasoned preacher declaiming from his 
pulpit, proceeded to lecture all those present, without regard to 
rank. 

‘How dare you slumber in the shade of complacent safety’, he 
began, ‘leading lives as frivolous as garden flowers, while your 
brothers in Syria have no dwelling place save the saddles of 
camels and the bellies of vultures? Blood has been spilled! Beauti- 
ful young girls have been shamed, and must now hide their sweet 
faces in their hands! Shall the valorous Arabs resign themselves 
to insult, and the valiant Persians accept dishonour?' 

It was a speech that brought tears to many an eye and moved 
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men's hearts’, the Arab chroniclers would later write. The entire 
audience broke out in wails and lamentations. But al-[:Iarawi had 
not come to elicit sobs. 

‘Man's meanest weapon’, he shouted, ‘is to shed tears when 
rapiers stir the coals of war.’ 

If he had made this arduous trip from Damascus to Baghdad, 
three long summer weeks under the merciless sun of the Syrian 
desert, it was not to plead for pity but to alert Islam's highest au- 
thorities to the calamity that had just befallen the faithful, and to 
implore them to intervene without delay to halt the carnage. 
‘Never have the Muslims been so humiliated’, al-I;larawi repeated, 
never have their lands been so savagely devastated.’ All the peo- 
ple travelling with him had fled from towns sacked by the in- 
vaders; among them were some ofthe few survivors ofJerusalem. 
He had brought them along so that they could relate, in their own 
words, the tragedy they had suffered just one month earlier. 

The Franj had taken the holy city on Friday, the twenty-second 
day of the month of Sha’ban, in the year of the Hegira 492, or 15 
July 1099, after a forty-day siege. The exiles still trembled when 
they spoke of the fall of the city: they stared into space as though 
they could still see the fair-haired and heavily armoured warriors 
spilling through the streets, swords in hand, slaughtering men, 
women, and children, plundering houses, sacking mosques. 

Two days later, when the killing stopped, not a single Muslim 
was left alive within the city walls. Some had taken advantage of 
the chaos to slip away, escaping through gates battered down by 
the attackers. Thousands of others lay in pools of blood on the 
doorsteps oftheir homes or alongside the mosques. Among them 
were many imams, ‘ulama.’ and Sufi ascetics who had forsaken 
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their countries of origin for a life of pious retreat in these holy 
places. The last survivors were forced to perform the worst tasks: 
to heave the bodies of their own relatives, to dump them in va- 
cant, unmarked lots, and then to set them alight, before being 
themselves massacred or sold into slavery. 

The fate of the Jews ofJerusalem was no less atrocious. During 
the first hours of battle, some participated in the defence of their 
quarter, situated on the northern edge of the city. But when that 
part of the city walls overhanging their homes collapsed and the 
blond knights began to pour through the streets, the Jews pan- 
icked. Re-enacting an immemorial rite, the entire community 
gathered in the main synagogue to pray. The Franj barricaded all 
the exits and stacked all the bundles of wood they could find in a 
ring around the building. The temple was then put to the torch. 
Those who managed to escape were massacred in the neighbour- 
ing alleyways. The rest were burned alive. 

A few days after the tragedy, the first refugees from Palestine 
arrived in Damascus, carrying with them, with infinite care, the 
Koran of 'Uthman, one of the oldest existing copies of the holy 
book. Soon afterwards the survivors of Jerusalem duly ap- 
proached the Syrian capital. When they glimpsed the distant out- 
lines of the three minarets of the Umayyad mosque looming up 
from its square courtyard, they unrolled their prayer rugs and 
bowed to give thanks to the Almighty for having thus prolonged 
their lives, which they had thought were over. Abu Saad al- 
I;larawi, grand gar of Damascus, welcomed the refugees with 
kindness. This magistrate, of Afghan origin, was the city's most 
respected personality, and he offered the Palestinians both advice 
and comfort. He told them that a Muslim need not be ashamed of 
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being forced to flee from his home. Was not Islam's first refugee 
the Prophet Mul)ammad himself, who had to leave Mecca, his na- 
tive city, whose population was hostile to him, to seek refuge in 
Medina, where the new religion had been more warmly received? 
And was it not from his place of exile that he launched the holy 
war, the jihad, to free his country of idolatry? The refugees must 
therefore consider themselves mujahidfn, soldiers of the holy war, 
so highly honoured in Islam that the hijra, the Prophet's ‘emigra- 
tion’, was chosen as the starting point of the Muslim calendar. 

Indeed, for many believers, exile is a duty in the event of occu- 
pation. The great traveller Ibn Jubayr, an Arab of Spain who visit- 
ed Palestine nearly a century after the beginning of the Frankish 
invasion, was to be shocked when he found that some Muslims, 
‘slaves to their love for their native land’, were willing to accept 
life in occupied territory. 

‘There is no excuse before God’, he would say, ‘for a Muslim to 
remain in a city of unbelief, unless he be merely passing through. 
In the land of Islam he finds shelter from the discomforts and 
evils to which he is subjected in the countries of the Christians, 
as, for example, when he hears disgusting words spoken about 
the Prophet, particularly by the most besotted, or finds it impossi- 
ble to cleanse himself properly, or has to live among pigs and so 
many other illicit things. Beware! Beware of entering their lands! 
You must seek God's pardon and mercy for such an error. One of 
the horrors that strikes any inhabitant of the Christian countries 
is the spectacle of Muslim prisoners tottering in irons, con- 
demned to hard labour and treated as slaves, as well as the sight 
of Muslim captives bearing iron chains round their legs. Hearts 
break at the sight ofthem, but they have no use for pity.’ 
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Although excessive from a doctrinal standpoint, Ibn Jubayr's 
words nevertheless accurately reflect the attitude of the thou- 
sands ofrefugees from Palestine and northern Syria who gathered 
in Damascus in that July of 1099. While they were sick at heart at 
having been forced to abandon their homes, they were deter- 
mined never to return until the occupiers had departed for ever, 
and they resolved to awaken the consciences of their brothers in 
all the lands of Islam. 

Why else would they have followed al-I:Iarawi to Baghdad? Was 
it not to the caliph, the Prophet's successor, that Muslims must 
turn in their hour of need? Was it not to the prince of the faithful 
that they should address their complaints and their tales of woe? 

In Baghdad, however, the refugees disappointment was to be 
as great as their hopes had been high. The caliph al-Musta;hir Bil- 
lab began by expressing his profound sympathy and compassion. 
Then he ordered seven exalted dignitaries to conduct an inquiry 
into these troublesome events. It is perhaps superfluous to add 
that nothing was ever heard from that committee of wise men. 


The sack ofJerusalem, starting point of a millennial hostility be- 
tween Islam and the West, aroused no immediate sensation. It 
would be nearly half a century before the Arab East would mobi- 
lize against the invader, before the call to jihad issued by the qrilf 
of Damascus in the caliph’s drwan would be celebrated in com- 
memoration of the first solemn act of resistance. 

At the start of the invasion, few Arabs were as perspicacious as 
al-I:larawi in weighing the scope of the threat from the West. 
Some adapted all too rapidly to the new situation. Most, bitter 
but resigned, sought merely to survive. Some observed more or 
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less lucidly, trying to understand these events, as unexpected as 
they were novel. The most touching of these was the Damascene 
chronicler Ibn al-Qalanisi, a young scholar born ofa family of no- 
tables. A witness to the story from the outset, he was twenty- 
three when the Franj arrived in the East in 1096, and he assidu- 
ously and regularly recorded all the events of which he had some 
knowledge. His chronicle faithfully recounts, in a fairly detached 
manner, the advance of the invaders as seen from his native city. 

For him it all began during those anxious days when the first 
rumours drifted into Damascus. 
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Invasion 


(1096 - 1100) 


Regard the Franj! Behold with what obstinacy th, , fight for their reli- 
gion, while we, the Muslims, show ro enthusiasm for waging holy 
war. 

SALADIN 
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The Franj Arrive 


In that year, news began to trickle in about the appearance 
of Franj troops, coming down from the Sea of Marmara in an 
innumerable multitude. People took fright. This information 
was confirmed by King Kilij Arslan, whose territory was clos- 
est to these Franj. 


ived. The first Muslim 
eader to be informed of their approach, this young Turkish sultan 


with the slightly slanting eyes would be the first to inflict a defeat 






upon them-but also the first to be routed by the formidable 
knights. 

In July 1096 Kilij Arslan learned that an enormous throng of 
Franj was en route to Constantinople. He immediately feared the 
worst. Naturally, he had no idea as to the real aims of these peo- 
ple, but in his view nothing good could come of their arrival in 
the Orient. 

The sultanate under his rule covered much of Asia Minor, a ter- 
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ritory the Turks had only recently taken from the Greeks. Kilij Ar- 
slan's father, Si.ileyman, was the first Turk to secure possession of 
this land, which many centuries later would come to be called 
Turkey. In Nicaea, the capital of this young Muslim state, Byzan- 
tine churches were still more numerous than Muslim mosques. 
Although the city's garrison was made up of Turkish cavalry, the 
majority of the population was Greek, and Kilij Arslan had few il- 
lusions about his subjects’ true sentiments: as far as they were 
concerned, he would never be other than a barbarian chieftain. 
The only sovereign they recognized-the man whose name, spo- 
ken in a low whisper, was murmured in all their prayers-was the 
basileus Alexius Comnenus, ‘Emperor of the Romans’. Alexius 
was in fact the emperor of the Greeks, who proclaimed them- 
selves the inheritors of the Roman empire. The Arabs, indeed, 
recognized them as such, for in the eleventh century-as in the 
twentieth-they designated the Greeks by the term Rum, or ‘Ro- 
mans. The domain conquered from the Greek empire by Kilij Ar- 
slan's father was even called the Sultanate ofthe Rum. 

Alexius was one ofthe most prestigious figures of the Orient at 
the time. Kilij Arslan was genuinely fascinated by this short- 
statured quinquagenarian, always decked in gold and in rich blue 
robes, with his carefully tended beard, elegant manners, and eyes 
sparkling with malice. Alexius reigned in Constantinople, fabled 
Byzantium, situated less than three days march from Nicaea. 
This proximity aroused conflicting emotions in the mind of the 
young sultan. Like all nomadic warriors, he dreamed of conquest 
and pillage, and was not displeased to find the legendary riches of 
Byzantium so close at hand. At the same time he felt threatened: 
he knew that Alexius had never abandoned his dream of retaking 
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Nicaea, not only because the city had always been Greek, but also 
and more importantly because the presence of Turkish warriors 
such a short distance from Constantinople represented a perma- 
nent threat to the security of the empire. 

Although the Byzantine army, torn by years of internal crisis, 
would have been unable to undertake a war of reconquest on its 


own, it was no secret that Alexius could always seek the aid of 





qa: Byzantines had never hesitated to resort 
to the services of Western knights. Many Franj, from heavily ar- 
moured mercenaries to pilgrims en route to Palestine, had visited 
the Orient, and by 1096 they were by no means unknown to the 
Muslims. Some twenty years earlier-Kilij Arslan had not yet 
been born, but the older emirs in his army had told him the story 
-one of these fair-haired adventurers, a man named Roussel of 
Bailleu!, had succeeded in founding an autonomous state in Asia 
Minor and had even marched on Constantinople. The panicky 
Byzantines had had no choice but to appeal to Kilij Arslan’s fa- 
ther, who could hardly believe his ears when a special envoy from 
the basileus implored him to rush to their aid. The Turkish caval- 
ry converged on Constantinople and managed to defeat Roussel; 
Siileyman received handsome compensation in the form of gold, 
horses, and land. 

The Byzantines had been suspicious of the Franj ever since, but 
the imperial armies, short of experienced soldiers, had no choice 
but to recruit mercenaries, and not only Franj: many Turkish war- 
riors also fought under the banners of the Christian empire. It 
was precisely from his congeners enrolled in the Byzantine army 
that Kilij Arslan learned, in July 1096, that thousands of Franj 
were approaching Constantinople. He was perplexed by the pie- 
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ture painted by his informants. These Occidentals bore scant re- 
semblance to the mercenaries to whom the Turks were accus- 
tomed. Although their number included several hundred knights 
and a significant number of foot-soldiers, there were also thou- 
sands of women, children, and old people in rags. They had the 
air of some wretched tribe evicted from their lands by an invader. 
It was also reported that they all wore strips of cloth in the shape 
ofa cross, sewn onto the backs oftheir garments. 

The young sultan, who doubtless found it difficult to assess the 
danger, asked his agents to be especially vigilant and to keep him 
informed ofthe exploits of these new invaders. He had the fortifi- 
cations of his capital inspected as a precaution. The walls of 
Nicaea, more than afarsakh (six thousand metres) in length, were 
topped by 240 turrets. South-west of the city, the placid waters of 
the Ascanian Lake offered excellent natural protection. 

Nevertheless by early August the serious nature of the threat 
had become clear. Escorted by Byzantine ships, the Franj crossed 
the Bosporus and, despite a blazing summer sun, advanced along 
the coast. Wherever they passed, they were heard to proclaim 
that they had come to exterminate the Muslims, although they 
were also seen to plunder many a Greek church on their way. 
Their chief was said to be a hermit by the name of Peter. Infor- 
mants estimated that there were several tens of thousands of 
them in all, but no one would hazard a guess as to where they 
were headed. It seemed that Basileus Alexius had decided to set- 
tle them in Civitot, a camp that had earlier been equipped for oth- 
er mercenaries, less than a day's march from Nicaea. 

The sultan's palace was awash with agitation. While the Turk- 
ish cavalry stood ready to mount their chargers at a moment's no- 
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tice, there was a constant flow of spies and scouts, reporting the 
smallest movements ofthe Franj. It transpired that every morning 
hordes several thousand strong left camp to forage the surround- 
ing countryside: farms were plundered or set alight before the 
rabble returned to Civitot, where their various clans squabbled 
over the spoils of their raids. None of this was surprising to the 
sultan's soldiers, and their master saw no reason for particular 
concern. The routine continued for an entire month. 

One day, however, toward the middle of September, there was a 
sudden change in the behaviour of the Franj. Probably because 
they were unable to squeeze anything more out of the immediate 
ibaa egy ea saat had eS set out in ine > Ghnecilom of 


Nicaea. | *hev 


Kili Arslan find mimeele Blea unawares. By the time the 
news of these events reached him, the attackers were already at 
the walls of his capital, and before sunset the citizens could see 
the smoke rising from the first fires. The sultan quickly dis- 
patched a cavalry patrol to confront the Franj. Hopelessly out- 
numbered, the Turks were cut to pieces. A few bloodied survivors 
limped back into Nicaea. Sensing that his prestige was threat- 
ened, Kilij Arslan would have liked to join the battle immediately, 
but the emirs of his army dissuaded him. It would soon be night, 
and the Franj were already hastily falling back to their camp. Re- 
venge would have to wait. 

But not for long. Apparently emboldened by their success, the 
Occidentals decided to try again two weeks later. This time the 


2 of 405 





The Crusades Through Arab Eyes (Saqi Essentials) 


son of Siileyman was alerted in time, and he followed their ad- 
vance step by step. A Frankish company, including some knights 
but consisting mainly of thousands of tattered pillagers, set out 
apparently for Nicaea. But then, circling around the town, they 
turned east and took the fortress of Xerigordon by surprise. 

The young sultan decided to act. At the head of his men, he 
rode briskly towards the small stronghold, where the drunken 
Franj, celebrating their yep had no ey of oe that their 
. As the soldiers 


fate was already sealed, for Xerigordon was 
of Kilij Arslan well knew (but a eRe etiet foreigners had 





yet to discover), its water supplies lay outside and rather far from 
the walls. The Turks quickly sealed off access to the water. Now 


they had only to take up positions around the fortress and sit and 
wait. Thirst would do the fighting in their stead. 





ae were seen SRN ee up into mie ie ce SE a 
few drops of rain in those early October days. In vain. At the end 
of the week, the leader of the expedition, a knight named Rey- 
nald, agreed to capitulate provided his life would be spared. Kilij 
Arslan, who had demanded that the Franj publicly renounce their 
religion, was somewhat taken aback when Reynald declared his 
readiness not only to convert to Islam but even to fight at the side 
of the Turks against his own companions. Several of his friends, 
who had acceded to the same demands, were sent in captivity to 
various cities of Syria or central Asia. The rest were put to the 
sword. 

The young sultan was proud of his exploit, but he kept a cool 
head. After according his men a respite for the traditional sharing 
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out of the spoils, he called them to order the following day. The 
Franj had admittedly lost nearly six thousand men, but six times 
that number still remained, and the time to dispose of them was 
now or never. Kilij Arslan decided to attempt a ruse. He sent two 
Greek spies to the Civitot camp to report that Reynald's men 
were in an excellent position, and that they had succeeded in tak- 
ing Nicaea itself, whose riches they had no intention of sharing 
with their coreligionists. In the meantime, the Turkish army 
would lay a gigantic ambush. 

As expected, the carefully propagated rumours aroused turmoil 
in the camp at Civitot. A mob gathered, shouting insults against 
Reynald and his men; it was decided to proceed without delay to 
share in the pillage of Nicaea. But all at once, no one really knows 
how, an escapee from the Xerigordon expedition arrived, di- 
vulging the truth about his companions fate. Kilij Arslan's spies 
thought that they had failed in their mission, for the wisest 
among the Franj counselled caution. Once the first moment of 
consternation had passed, however, excitement soared anew. The 
mob bustled and shouted: they were ready to set out in a trice, no 
longer to join in pillage, but ‘to avenge the martyrs. Those who 
hesitated were dismissed as cowards. The most enraged voices 
carried the day, and the time of departure was set for the follow- 
ing morning. The sultan’'s spies, whose ruse had been exposed 
but its objective attained, had triumphed after all. They sent word 
to their master to prepare for battle. 

At dawn on 21 October 1096 the Occidentals left their camp. 
Kilij Arslan, who had spent the night in the hills near Civitot, was 
not far away. His men were in position, well hidden. From his 
vantage point, he could see all along the column of Franj, who 
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were raising great clouds of dust. Several hundred knights, most 
of them without their armour, marched at the head of the proces- 
sion, followed by a disordered throng of foot-soldiers. They had 
been marching for less than an hour when the sultan heard their 
approaching clamour. The sun, rising at his back, shone directly 
into the eyes of the Franj. Holding his breath, he signalled his 
emirs to get ready. The fateful moment had arrived. A barely per- 
ceptible gesture, a few orders whispered here and there, and the 
Turkish archers were slowly bending their bows: a thousand ar- 
rows suddenly shot forth with a single protracted whistle. Most 
of the knights fell within the first few minutes. Then the foot-sol- 
diers were decimated in their turn. 

By the time the hand-to-hand combat was joined, the Franj 


were already routed. Those in the rear ran for their camp, where 


the non-combatants were barely awake. An aged priest was cele- 
brating morning mass, the women were preparing food. The ar- 
rival of the fugitives, with the Turks in hot pursuit, struck terror 
throughout the camp. The Franj fled in all directions. Those who 
tried to reach the neighbouring woods were soon captured. Oth- 
ers, in an inspired move, barricaded themselves in an unused 
fortress that had the additional advantage of lying alongside the 
sea. Unwilling to take futile risks, the sultan decided not to lay a 
siege. The Byzantine fleet, rapidly alerted, sailed in to pick up the 
Franj. Two or three thousand men escaped in this manner. Peter 
the Hermit, who had been in Constantinople for several days, was 
also saved. But his partisans were not so lucky. The youngest 
women were kidnapped by the sultan's horsemen and distributed 
to the emirs or sold in the slave markets. Several young boys suf- 
fered a similar fate. The rest of the Franj, probably nearly twenty 
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thousand of them, were exterminated. 

Kilij Arslan was jubilant. He had annihilated the Frankish army, 
in spite ofits formidable reputation, while suffering only insignif- 
icant losses among his own troops. Gazing upon the immense 
booty amassed at his feet, he basked in the most sublime triumph 
of his life. 

And yet, rarely in history has a victory proved so costly to those 
who had won it. 

Intoxicated by his success, Kilij Arslan pointedly ignored the 
information that came through the following winter about the ar- 
rival of fresh groups of Franj in Constantinople. As far as he was 
concerned-and even the wisest of his emirs did not dissent- 
there was no reason for disquiet. If other mercenaries of Alexius 
dared to cross the Bosporus, they would be cut to pieces like 
those who had come before them. The sultan felt that it was time 
to return to the major preoccupations of the hour-in other 
words, to the merciless struggle he had long been waging against 
the other Turkish princes, his neighbours. It was there, and 
nowhere else, that his fate and that of his realm would be decid- 
ed. The clashes with the Rum or with their foreign Franj auxil- 
iaries would never be more than an interlude. 

The young sultan was well placed to feel certain about this. 
Was it not during one of these interminable battles among chiefs 
that his father, Siileyman, had laid down his life in 1086? Kilij Ar- 
slan was then barely seven years old, and he was to have succeed- 
ed his father under the regency of several faithful emirs. But he 
had been kept from power and taken to Persia under the pretext 
that his life was in danger. There he was kept: adulated, smoth- 
ered in respect, waited on by a small army of attentive slaves, but 
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closely watched, and strictly prevented from visiting his realm. 
His hosts-in other words, his jailers-were none other than the 
members of his own clan, the Seljuks. 

If there was one name known to everyone in the eleventh cen- 
tury, from the borders of China to the distant land of the Franj, it 
was theirs. Within a few years of their arrival in the Middle East 
from central Asia, the Seljuk Turks, with their thousands of no- 


madic horsemen sporting long braided hair, had seized control of 
the entire region, from Afghanistan to the Mediterranean. Since 


1055 the caliph of Baghdad, successor of the Prophet and inheri- 
tor of the renowned ‘Abbasid empire, had been no more than a 
docile puppet in their hands. From Isfahan to Damascus, from 
Nicaea to Jerusalem, it was their emirs who laid down the law. 
For the first time in three centuries, the entire Muslim East was 
united under the authority of a single dynasty which proclaimed 
its determination to restore the past glory of Islam. The Rum, 
who were crushed by the Seljuks in 1071, would never rise again. 
The largest of their provinces, Asia Minor, had been invaded, and 
their capital itself was no longer secure. Their emperors, includ- 
ing Alexius himself, dispatched one delegation after another to 
the pope in Rome, the supreme commander of the West, implor- 
ing him to declare holy war against this resurgence of Islam. 

Kilij Arslan was more than a little proud to belong to such a 
prestigious family, but he had no illusions about the apparent uni- 
ty of the Turkish empire. There was no hint of solidarity among 
the Seljuk cousins: to survive, you had to kill. Kilij Arslan’s father 
had conquered Asia Minor, the vast area of Anatolia, without any 
help from his brothers, and when he attempted to move further 
south, into Syria, he was killed by one of his own cousins. While 
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Kilij Arslan was being held forcibly in Isfahan, the paternal realm 
had been dismembered. In 1092, when the adolescent chief was 
released in the wake of a quarrel among his jailers, his authority 
barely extended beyond the ramparts of Nicaea. He was only thir- 
teen years old. 

The advice subsequently given him by the emirs in his army 
had enabled him to recover a part ofhis paternal heritage through 
war, murder, and subterfuge. He could now boast that he had 
spent more time in the saddle than at his palace. Nevertheless, 
when the Franj arrived, the game was far from over. His rivals in 
Asia Minor were still powerful, although fortunately for Kilij Ar- 
slan, his Seljuk cousins in Syria and Persia were absorbed in their 
own internecine quarrels. 

To the east, along the desolate highlands of the Anatolian 
plateau, the ruler during these uncertain days was an elusive per- 
sonality called Danishmend ‘the Wise’. Unlike the other Turkish 
emirs, most of whom were illiterate, this adventurer of unknown 
origin was schooled in the most varied branches of learning. He 
would soon become the hero ofa famous epic, appropriately enti- 
tled The Exploits of King Danishmend, which recounted the con- 
quest of Malatya, an Armenian city south-east of Ankara. The au- 
thors of this tale considered the city's fall as the decisive turning- 
point in the Islamicization of what would some day become Tur- 
key. The battle of Malatya had already been joined in the early 
months of 1097, when Kilij Arslan was told that a new Frankish 
expedition had arrived in Constantinople. Danishmend had laid 
siege to Malatya, and the young sultan chafed at the idea that this 
rival of his, who had taken advantage of his father Siileyman’s 
death to occupy north-east Anatolia, was about to score such a 
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prestigious victory. Determined to prevent this, Kilij Arslan set 
out for Malatya at the head of his cavalry and pitched his camp 
close enough to Danishmend to intimidate him. Tension mount- 
ed, and there were increasingly murderous skirmishes. 

By April 1097 Kilij Arslan was preparing for the decisive con- 
frontation, which now seemed inevitable. The greater part of his 
army had been assembled before the walls of Malatya when an ex- 
hausted horseman arrived at the sultan's tent. Breathlessly, he 
panted out his message: the Franj were back; they had crossed the 
Bosporus once again, in greater numbers than the previous year. 
Kilij Arslan remained calm. There was no reason for such anxiety. 
He had already shown the Franj that he knew how to deal with 
them. In the end, it was only to reassure the inhabitants of Nicaea 
-especially his wife, the young sultana, who was about to give 
birth-that he sent a few cavalry detachments to reinforce the 
garrison of his capital. He himself would return as soon as he had 
finished with Danishmend. 

Kilij Arslan had once again thrown himself body and soul into 
the battle of Malatya when, early in May, another messenger ar- 
rived, trembling with fear and fatigue. His words struck terror in 
the sultan's camp. The Franj were at the gates of Nicaea, and had 
begun a siege. This time, unlike the previous summer, it was not 
a few bands of tattered pillagers, but real armies of thousands of 
heavily equipped knights. And this time they were accompanied 
by soldiers of the basileus. Kilij Arslan sought to reassure his 
men, but he himself was tormented by anxiety. Should he aban- 
don Malatya to his rival and return to Nicaea? Was he sure that 
he could still save his capital? Would he not perhaps lose on both 
fronts? After long consultations with his most trusted emirs, a so- 
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lution began to emerge, a sort of compromise: he would go to see 
Danishmend, who was after all a man of honour, inform him of 
the attempted conquest undertaken by the Rum and their merce- 
naries, which posed a threat to all the Muslims of Asia Minor, and 
propose a cessation of hostilities. Even before Danishmend had 
given his answer, the sultan dispatched part of his army to the 
capital. 

After several days of talks, a truce was concluded and Kilij Ar- 
slan set out westwards without delay. But the sight that awaited 
him as he reached the highlands near Nicaea chilled the blood in 
his veins. The superb city bequeathed him by his father was sur- 
rounded: a multitude of soldiers were camped there, busily erect- 
ing mobile towers, catapults, and mangonels to be used in the fi- 
nal assault. The emirs were categorical: there was nothing to be 
done. The only option was to retreat to the interior of the country 
before it was too late. But the young sultan could not bring him- 
self to abandon his capital in this way. He insisted on a desperate 
attempt to breach the siege on the city's southern rim, where the 
attackers seemed less solidly entrenched. The battle was joined at 
dawn on 21 May. Kilij Arslan threw himself furiously into the 
fray, and the fighting raged until sunset. Losses were equally 
heavy on both sides but each maintained its position. The sultan 
did not persevere. He realized that nothing would enable him to 
loosen the vice. To persist in throwing all his forces into such an 
ill-prepared battle might prolong the siege for several weeks, per- 
haps even several months, but would threaten the very existence 
of the sultanate. As the scion of an essentially nomadic people, 
Kilij Arslan felt that the source of his power lay in the thousands 
of warriors under his command, and not in the possession of a 
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city, however enchanting it might be. In any event, he would soon 
choose as his new capital the city of Konya much further east, 
which his descendants would retain until the beginning of the 
fourteenth century. Kilij Arslan was never to see Nicaea again. 

Before his departure, he sent a farewell message to the city's 
defenders, informing them of his painful decision and urging 
them to act ‘in the light of their own interests’. The meaning of 
these words was clear to the Turkish garrison and the Greek pop- 
ulation alike: the city must be handed over to Alexius Comnenus 
and not to his Frankish auxiliaries. Negotiations were opened 
with the basileus, who had taken up a position to the west of 
Nicaea, at the head of his troops. The sultan's men tried to gain 
time, probably hoping that their master would somehow manage 
to return with reinforcements. But Alexius hurried them along. 
The Occidentals, he threatened, were preparing the final assault, 
and then there would be nothing he could do. Recalling the be- 
haviour of the Franj in the environs of Nicaea the year before, the 
negotiators were terrified. In their mind's eye they saw their city 
pillaged, the men massacred, the women raped. Without further 
hesitation, they agreed to place their fate in the hands of the 
basileus, who would himself establish the modalities of the sur- 
render. 

On the night of 18-19 June soldiers of the Byzantine army, 
most of them Turks, entered the city by means of boats that 
slipped silently across the Ascanian Lake; the garrison capitulated 
without a fight. By the first glimmerings of dawn, the blue and 
gold banners of the emperor were already fluttering over the city 
walls. The Franj called off their assault. Thus did Kilij Arslan re- 
ceive some consolation in his misfortune: the dignitaries of the 


31 of 405 


Maalouf, Amin 


sultanate would be spared, and the young sultana, accompanied 
by her new-born son, would even be received in Constantinople 
with royal honours-to the great consternation ofthe Franj. 

Kilij Arslan's young wife was the daughter of a man named 
Chaka, a Turkish emir and adventurer of genius, famous on the 
eve of the Frankish invasion. Imprisoned by the Rum after being 
captured during a raid in Asia Minor, he had impressed his cap- 
tors with the ease with which he learned Greek, for he spoke it 
perfectly within a few months. Brilliant and clever, and a magnifi- 
cent speaker, he had become a regular visitor at the imperial 
palace, which had gone so far as to bestow a noble title upon him. 
But this astonishing promotion was not enough for him, for he 
had set his sights far higher: he aspired to become the emperor of 
Byzantium! 

The emir Chaka had devised a coherent plan in pursuit of this 
goal. First he left Constantinople to settle in Smyrna, on the 
Aegean Sea. There, with the aid of a Greek shipbuilder, he con- 
structed a fleet of his own, including light brigantines and galleys, 
dromonds, biremes, and triremes-nearly a hundred vessels in 
all. During the initial phase of his campaign, he occupied many 
islands, in particular Rhodes, Chios, and Samos, and established 
his authority along the entire Aegean coast. Having thus carved 
out a maritime empire, he proclaimed himself basileus, organiz- 
ing his Smyrna palace on the pattern of the imperial court. He 
then launched his fleet in an assault on Constantinople. Only af- 
ter enormous effort did Alexius manage to repel the attack and 
destroy a part ofthe Turkish vessels. 

Far from discouraged, the father of the future sultana set to 
work to rebuild his warships. By then it was late 1092, just when 


32 of 405 


The Crusades Through Arab Eyes (Sagi Essentials) 


Kilij Arslan was returning from exile, and Chaka calculated that 
the young son of Siileyman would be an excellent ally against the 
Rum. He thus offered him the hand of his daughter. But the cal- 
culations of the young sultan were quite different from those of 
his father-in-law. He saw the conquest of Constantinople as an 
absurd project; on the other hand, all in his entourage were aware 
of his intention to eliminate the Turkish emirs who were then 
seeking to carve out fiefdoms for themselves in Asia Minor, in 
particular Danishmend and the ambitious Chaka. The sultan did 
not hesitate: a few months after the arrival of the Franj, he invited 
his father-in-law to a banquet, plied him with drink, and stabbed 
him to death, with his own hand it appears. Chaka was succeeded 
by a son who possessed neither his father's intelligence nor his 
ambition. The sultana’s brother was content to administer his 
maritime emirate until one day in 1097 when the Rum fleet ar- 
rived unexpectedly off the coast of Smyrna with an equally unex- 
pected messenger on board: his own sister. 

She was slow to realize the reasons for the Byzantine emperor's 
solicitude towards her, but as she was being led to Smyrna, the 
city in which she had spent her childhood, everything suddenly 
became clear. She was told to explain to her brother that Alexius 
had taken Nicaea, that Kilij Arslan had been defeated, and that a 
powerful army of Rum and Franj would soon attack Smyrna, sup- 
ported by an enormous fleet. In exchange for his life, Chaka's son 
was invited to lead his sister to her husband, somewhere in Ana- 
tolia. 

Once this proposition was accepted, the emirate of Smyrna 
ceased to exist. With the fall of Nicaea, the entire coast of the 
Aegean Sea, all the islands, and the whole of western Asia Minor 
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now stood beyond the control of the Turks. And the Rum, with 
the aid of their Frankish auxiliaries, seemed determined to press 
on further. 

In his mountain refuge, however, Kilij Arslan did not lay down 
his arms. 

Once he had recovered from the surprise of the first few days, 
the sultan began actively preparing his riposte. ‘He set about re- 
cruiting troops and enrolling volunteers, and proclaimed jihad’, 

The Damascene chronicler adds that Kilij Arslan ‘asked all 
Turks to come to his aid, and many of them answered his call.’ 

In fact, the sultan's prime objective was to cement his alliance 
with Danishmend. A mere truce was no longer enough: it was 
now imperative that the Turkish forces of Asia Minor unite, as if 
forming elements ofa single army. Kilij Arslan was certain of his 


rival's response. A fervent Muslim as well as a realistic strategist, 


Danishmend felt threatened by the advance of the Rum and their 
Frankish allies. He preferred to confront them on his neighbour's 
lands rather than on his own, and without further ado he arrived 
in the sultan's camp, accompanied by thousands of cavalry. There 
was fraternization and consultation, and plans were drafted. The 
sight of this multitude of warriors and horses blanketing the hills 
filled the commanders with fresh courage. They would attack the 
enemy at the first opportunity. 

Kilij Arslan stalked his prey. Informers who had infiltrated the 
Rum brought him precious information. The Franj openly pro- 
claimed that they were resolved to press on beyond Nicaea, and 
that their real destination was Palestine. Even their route was 
known: they would march in a south-easterly direction towards 
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Konya, the only important city still in the hands of the sultan. 
During their entire trek through this mountainous zone, the 
flanks of the Occidental army would be vulnerable to attack. The 
only problem was to select the proper site for the ambush. The 
emirs, who knew the region well, had no hesitation. Near the city 
of Dorylaeum, four days’ march from Nicaea, there was a place at 
which the road narrowed to pass through a shallow valley. If the 
Turkish warriors gathered behind the hills, all they would have to 
do was bide their time. 

By the last days ofJune 1097, when Kilij Arslan learned that 
the Occidentals had left Nicaea, accompanied by a small force of 
Rum, the apparatus for the ambush was already in position. At 
dawn on 1 July the Franj loomed onto the horizon. Knights and 
foot-soldiers advanced serenely, seemingly with no idea of what 
was in store for them. The sultan had feared that his stratagem 
might be discovered by enemy scouts. Apparently, he had nothing 
to worry about. Another source of satisfaction for the Seljuk 
monarch was that the Franj seemed less numerous than had been 
reported. Had some of them perhaps remained behind in Nicaea? 
He did not know. At first sight, however, he seemed to command 
numerical superiority. This, combined with the element of sur- 
prise, augured well. Kilij Arslan was anxious, but confident. The 
wise Danishmend, with his twenty more years of experience, felt 
the same. 

The sun had barely risen from behind the hills when the order 
to attack was given. The tactics of the Turkish warriors were well 
practised. After all, they had assured their military supremacy in 
the Orient for half a century. Their army was composed almost 
exclusively of light cavalry who were also excellent archers. They 
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would draw near, unleash a flood of deadly arrows on their ene- 
my, and then retreat briskly, giving way to a new row of attackers. 
A few successive waves usually sufficed to bring their prey to 
their death agony. It was then that the final hand-to-hand combat 
was joined. 

But on the day of the battle of Dorylaeum, the sultan, en- 
sconced with his general staff atop a promontory, noted anxiously 
that the tried-and-true Turkish methods seemed to lack their usu- 
al effectiveness. Granted, the Franj lacked agility and seemed in 
no hurry to respond to the repeated attacks, but they were perfect 
masters of the art of defence. Their army's main strength lay in 
the heavy armour with which their knights covered their entire 
bodies, and sometimes those of their mounts as well. Although 
their advance was slow and clumsy, their men were magnificently 
protected against arrows. On that day, after several hours of bat- 
tle, the Turkish archers had inflicted many casualties, especially 
among the foot-soldiers, but the bulk of the Frankish army re- 
mained intact. Should they engage the hand-to-hand combat? 
That seemed risky: during the many skirmishes around the field 
of battle, the horsemen of the steppes had come nowhere near 
holding their own against these virtual human fortresses. Should 
the phase of harassment be prolonged indefinitely? Now that the 
element of surprise had worn off, the initiative might well shift to 
the other side. 

Some of the emirs were already counselling retreat when a 
cloud of dust appeared in the distance. A fresh Frankish army was 
approaching, as numerous as the first. Those against whom the 
Turks had been fighting all morning turned out to be only the 
vanguard. Now the sultan had no choice but to order a retreat. 
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Before he could do so, however, a third Frankish army came into 
view behind the Turkish lines, on a hill overlooking the tent of 
the general staff. 

This time Kilij Arslan succumbed to fear. He leapt onto his 
charger and headed for the mountains at full gallop, even aban- 
doning the rich treasure he carried with him to pay his troops. 
Danishmend was not far behind, along with most of the emirs. 
Taking advantage of their one remaining trump card, speed, many 
horsemen managed to get away without the victors’ being able to 
give chase. But most of the soldiers remained where they were, 
surrounded on all sides. As Ibn al-Qalanisi was later to write: The 
Franj cut the Turkish army to pieces. Th, y killed, pillaged, and took many 


prisoners, who were sold into slavery. 


During his flight, Kilij Arslan met a group of cavalry coming 
from Syria to fight at his side. They were too late, he told them 
ruefully. The Franj were too numerous and too powerful, and 
nothing more could be done to stop them. Joining deed to word, 
and determined to stand aside and let the storm pass, the defeat- 
ed sultan disappeared into the immensity of the Anatolian 





plateau. He was to wait four years to take his revenge. 

Nature alone seemed still to resist the invader. The aridity of 
the soil, the tiny mountain pathways, and the scorching summer 
heat on the shadowless roads slowed the advance ofthe Franj. Af- 
ter Dorylaeum, it took them a hundred days to cross Anatolia, 
whereas in normal times a month should have sufficed. In the 
meantime, news of the Turkish debacle spread throughout the 
Middle East. When this event, so shameful for Islam, became known, 
noted the Damascene chronicler, there was real panic. Dread and anxi- 
ety swelled to enormous proportions. 
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Rumours circulated constantly about the imminent arrival of 
redoubtable knights. At the end ofJuly there was talk that they 
were approaching the village of al-Balana, in the far north of Syr- 
ia. Thousands of cavalry gathered to meet them, but it was a false 
alarm: there was no sign of the Franj on the horizon. The most 
optimistic souls wondered whether the invaders had perhaps 
turned back. Ibn al-Qalanisi echoed that hope in one of those as- 
trological parables of which his contemporaries were so enam- 
oured: That summer a comet appeared in the western sky; it ascended for 
twenty days, then disappeared without a trace. But these illusions were 
soon dispelled. The news became increasingly detailed. From 
mid-September onwards, the advance of the Franj could be fol- 
lowed from village to village. 

On 21 October 1097 shouts rang out from the peak of the 
citadel of Antioch, then Syria's largest city: ‘They are here!’ A few 
layabouts hurried to the ramparts to gawk, but they could see 
nothing more than a vague cloud of dust far in the distance, at 
the end ofthe broad plain, near Lake Antioch. The Franj were still 
a day's march away, perhaps more, and there was every indication 
that they would want to stop to rest for a while after their long 
journey. Nevertheless, prudence demanded that the five heavy 
city gates be closed immediately. 

In the souks the morning clamour was stilled, as merchants 
and customers alike stood immobile. Women whispered, and 
some prayed. The city was in the grip of fear. 
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Me 


An Accursed Maker of Armour 


When Yaghi-Siyan, the ruler of Antioch, was informed of 
the approach of the Franj, he feared possible sedition on the 
part of the Christians of the city. He therefore decided to ex- 
pel them. 


This event was related by the Arab historian Ibn al-Athir, more 
than a century after the beginnings of the Frankish invasion, on 
the basis of testimony left by contemporaries: 





In that October of 1097 the aged Yaghi-Siyan, for forty years an 
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obedient servant of the Seljuk sultan, was haunted by the fear of 
betrayal. He was convinced that the Frankish armies gathered be- 
fore Antioch would be able to enter the city only if they found ac- 
complices within the walls. For the city could not be taken by as- 
sault, and still less starved out by a blockade. Admittedly, this 
white-bearded Turkish emir commanded no more than six or sev- 
en thousand soldiers, whereas the Franj had nearly thirty thou- 
sand combatants, but Antioch was practically impregnable. Its 
walls were two farsakh long (about twelve thousand metres), and 
had no less than 360 turrets built on three different levels. The 
walls themselves, solidly constructed of stone and brick on a 
frame of masonry, scaled Mount I:Iabib al-Najjar to the east and 
crowned its peak with an inexpugnable citadel. To the west lay 
the Orontes, which the Syrians called al-Assi, ‘the rebel river’, be- 
cause it sometimes seemed to flow upstream, from the Mediter- 
ranean to the interior of the country. The river-bed ran along the 
walls of Antioch, forming a natural obstacle not easily crossed. In 
the south, the fortifications overlooked a valley so steep that it 
seemed an extension of the city walls. It was therefore impossible 
for attackers to encircle the city, and the defenders would have lit- 
tle trouble communicating with the outside world and bringing in 
supplies. 

The city's food reserves were unusually abundant; the city 
walls enclosed not only buildings and gardens, but also wide 
stretches of cultivated land. Before the Fatb, or Muslim conquest, 
Antioch was a Roman metropolis of two hundred thousand in- 
habitants. By 1097 its population numbered only some forty 
thousand, and several formerly inhabited quarters had been 
turned into fields and pastures. Although it had lost its past 
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splendour, it was still an impressive city. All travellers, even those 
from Baghdad or Constantinople, were dazzled by their first sight 
of this city extending as far as the eye could see, with its 
minarets, churches, and arcaded souks, its luxurious villas dug 
into the wooded slopes rising to the citadel. 

Yaghi-Siyan was in no doubt as to the solidity of his fortifica- 
tions and the security of his supplies. But all his weapons of de- 
fence might prove useless if at some point along the interminable 
wall, the attackers managed to find an accomplice willing to open 
a gate to allow them access to a turret, as had already happened 
in the past. Hence his decision to expel most of his Christian sub- 
jects. In Antioch as elsewhere, the Christians of the Middle East 
-Greeks, Armenians, Maronites, Jacobites-suffered a double 
oppression with the arrival of the Franj: their Western co- 
religionists suspected them of sympathy for the Saracens and 
treated them as subjects of inferior rank, while their Muslim com- 
patriots often saw them as natural allies of the invaders. Indeed, 
the boundary between religious and national affiliation was prac- 
tically non-existent. The same term, Rum’, was used to refer to 
both Byzantines and Syrians of the Greek confession, who in any 
event still saw themselves as subjects of the basileus. The word 
‘Armenian’ referred to a church and a people alike, and when a 
Muslim spoke of ‘the nation’, al-umma, he was referring to the 
community of believers. In the mind ofYaghi-Siyan, the expulsion 
of the Christians was less an act of religious discrimination than a 
wartime measure against citizens of an enemy power, Constan- 
tinople, to which Antioch had long belonged and which had never 
renounced its intention of recovering the city. 

Antioch was the last ofthe great cities of Arab Asia to have fall- 
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en under the domination of the Seljuk Turks: in 1084 it was still a 
dependency of Constantinople. Thirteen years later, when the 
Frankish knights laid siege to the town, Yaghi-Siyan was naturally 
convinced that this was part of an attempt to restore the authori- 
ty of the Rum, with the complicity of the local population, the 
majority of whom were Christians. Faced with this danger, the 
emir was not troubled by any scruples. He therefore expelled the 
nazara, the adepts of the Nazarethan (for this is what Christians 
were called), and then took personal charge of the rationing of 
grain, oil, and honey, ordering daily inspections of the fortifica- 
tions and severely punishing any negligence. Would that suffice? 
Nothing was certain. But these measures were designed to enable 
the city to hold out until reinforcements arrived. When would 
they come? The question was asked insistently by everyone in An- 
tioch, and Yaghi-Siyan was no more able to give an answer than 
was the man in the street. Back in the summer, when the Franj 
were still far away, he had dispatched his son to visit the various 
Muslim leaders of Syria to alert them to the danger stalking his 
town. Ibn al-Qalanisi tells us that in Damascus Yaghi-Siyan's son 
spoke of holy war. But in Syria in the eleventh century, jihad was 
no more than a slogan brandished by princes in distress. No emir 
would rush to another's aid unless he had some personal interest 
in doing so. Only then would he contemplate the invocation of 
great principles. 

Now, in that autumn of 1097, the only leader who felt directly 
threatened by the Frankish invasion was Yaghi-Siyan himself. If 
the emperor's mercenaries wanted to recover Antioch, there was 
nothing unnatural about that, since the city had always been 
Byzantine. In any case, it was thought that the Rum would go no 
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further. And it was not necessarily bad for his neighbours if 
Yaghi-Siyan was in a spot of trouble. For ten years he had toyed 
with them, sowing discord, arousing jealousy, overturning al- 
liances. Now he was asking them to put their quarrels aside and 
rush to his aid. Why should he be surprised if they failed to come 
at the run? 

A realistic man, Yaghi-Siyan was well aware that he would be 
left to languish and forced to beg for help, that he would now 
have to pay for his past cleverness, intrigue, and betrayal. But he 
never imagined that his coreligionists would go so far as to hand 
him over, bound hand and foot, to the mercenaries of the 
basileus. After all, he was merely struggling to survive in a metrci- 
less hornets’ nest. Bloody conflict was relentless in the world in 
which he had grown up, the world of the Seljuk Turks, and the 
master of Antioch, like all the other emirs of the region, had no 
choice but to take his stand. If he wound up on the losing side, 
his fate would be death, or at least imprisonment and disgrace. If 
he was lucky enough to pick the winning side, he would savour 
his victory for a time, and receive several lovely female captives as 
a bonus, before once again finding himself embroiled in some 
new conflict in which his life was at stake. Survival in such a 
world depended above all on backing the right horse, and on not 
insisting on the same horse at all times. Any mistake was fatal, 
and rare indeed was the emir who died in bed. 

At the time of the arrival of the Franj in Syria, political life was 
envenomed by the ‘war of the two brothers’, a conflict between 
two bizarre personalities who seemed to have stepped out of the 
imagination of some popular story-teller: Riclwan, the king of 
Aleppo, and his younger brother Dugagq, king of Damascus. Their 
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mutual hatred was so obstinate that nothing, not even a common 
threat to both of them, could induce them even to contemplate 
reconciliation. Riclwan was barely more than twenty in 1097, but 
his personality was already shrouded in mystery, and the most 
terrifying legends about him were rife. Small, thin, of severe and 
sometimes frightening countenance, he is said (by Ibn al- 
Qalanisi) to have fallen under the influence of a ‘physician-as- 
trologer who belonged to the order of Assassins, a recently 
formed sect that was to play an important part in political life 
throughout the Frankish occupation. The king of Aleppo was ac- 
cused, not without reason, of making use of these fanatics to 
eliminate his opponents. By means of murder, impiety, and witch- 
craft Ridwan aroused the distrust of nearly everyone, but it was 
within his own family that he provoked the most bitter odium. 
When he acceded to the throne in 1095 he had two of his 
younger brothers strangled, fearing that they might one day con- 
test his power. A third brother escaped with his life only by flee- 
ing the citadel of Aleppo on the very night that the powerful 
hands of Ricj.wan's slaves were supposed to close upon his throat. 
This survivor was Dugaq, who subsequently regarded his elder 
sibling with blind hatred. After his flight, he sought refuge in 
Damascus, whose garrison proclaimed him king. This impulsive 
young man-easily influenced, inclined to fits of anger, and of 
fragile health-was obsessed by the idea that his brother still 
sought to assassinate him. Caught between these two half-crazy 
princes, Yaghi-Siyan had no easy task. His closest neighbour was 
Riclwan, whose capital Aleppo, one of the world's oldest cities, 
was less than three days’ march from Antioch. Two years before 
the arrival of the Franj, Yaghi-Siyan had given Riclwan his daugh- 
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ter in marriage. But he soon realized that his son-in-law coveted 
his kingdom, and he too began to fear for his life. Like Duqagq, 
Yaghi-Siyan was obsessed by fear of the Assassins sect. Since the 
common danger had naturally brought the two men closer togeth- 
er, it was to the king of Damascus that Yaghi-Siyan now turned as 
the Franj advanced on Antioch. 

Dugaq, however, was hesitant. It was not that he was afraid of 
the Franj, he assured Yaghi-Siyan, but he had no desire to lead his 
army into the environs of Aleppo, thus affording his brother an 
opportunity to strike from behind. Knowing how difficult it 
would be to prod his ally into a decision, Yaghi-Siyan decided to 
send as emissary his son Shams al-Dawla-'Sun of the State'-a 
brilliant, spirited, and impassioned young man who stalked the 
royal palace relentlessly, harassing Dugqaq and his advisers, resort- 
ing by turns to flattery and threat. But it was not until December 
1097, two months after the start of the battle of Antioch, that the 
master of Damascus finally agreed, against his better judgement, 
to take his army north. Shams went along, for he knew that the 
full week the march would take gave Dugqaq plenty of time to 
change his mind. And indeed, the young king grew increasingly 
nervous as he advanced. On 31 December, when the Damascene 
army had already covered two-thirds of its trajectory, they en- 
countered a foraging Frankish troop. Despite his clear numerical 
advantage and the ease with which he managed to surround the 
enemy, Duqaq declined to issue the order to attack. This allowed 
the Franj to overcome their initial disorientation, recover their 
poise, and slip away. At the day's end there was neither victor nor 
vanquished, but the Damascenes had lost more men than their 
adversaries. No more was needed to discourage Duqag, who im- 
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mediately ordered his men to turn back, despite the desperate en- 
treaties of Shams. 

The defection of Duqaq aroused the greatest bitterness in Anti- 
och, but the defenders did not give way. Curiously, in these early 
days of 1098, it was among the besiegers that disarray prevailed. 
Many of Yaghi-Siyan’s spies had managed to infiltrate the enemy 
army. Some of these informants were acting out of hatred of the 
Rum, but most were local Christians who hoped to win the 
emir's favour. They had left their families in Antioch and were 
now seeking to guarantee their security. The information they 
sent back encouraged the population: although the defenders in 
the besieged city had abundant supplies, the Franj were vulnera- 
ble to starvation. Hundreds had died already, and most of their 
mounts had been slaughtered for food. The expedition encoun- 
tered by the Damascene army had been sent out to find some 
sheep and goats, and to pilfer some granaries. Hunger was com- 
pounded by other calamities that were daily undermining the in- 
vaders morale. A relentless rain was falling, justifying the light- 
hearted nickname the Syrians had bestowed upon Antioch: ‘the 
pissoir. The besiegers' camp was mired in mud. Finally, there 
was the earth itself, which trembled constantly. The local people 
of the countryside were used to it, but the Franj were terrified. 
The sounds of their prayers reached into the city itself, as they 
gathered together to plead for divine mercy, believing themselves 
victims of celestial punishment. It was reported that they had de- 
cided to expel all prostitutes from their camp in an effort to pla- 
cate the wrath of the Almighty; they also closed down the taverns 
and banned dice games. There were many desertions, even among 
their chiefs. 
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News such as this naturally bolstered the combative spirit of 
the defenders, who organized ever more daring sorties. As Ibn al- 
Athir was to say, Yaghi-Siyan showed admirable courage, wisdom, and 
resolution. Carried away by his own enthusiasm, the Arab histori- 
an added: Most ofthe Franj perished. Had th, , remained as numerous as 
they had been upon their arrival, th, , would have occupied all the lands of 
Islam! A gross exaggeration, but one that renders due homage to 
the heroism ofthe Antioch garrison, which had to bear the brunt 
of the invasion alone for many long months. 

For aid continued to be withheld. In January 1098, embittered 
by Dugqaq's inertia, Yaghi-Siyan was forced to turn to Riclwan. 
Once again it was Shams al-Dawla who was charged with the 
painful mission of presenting the most humble excuses to the 
king of Aleppo, of listening unflinchingly to all his sarcastic 
cracks, and of begging him, in the name of Islam and ties of kin- 
ship, to deign to dispatch his troops to save Antioch. Shams was 
well aware that his royal brother-in-law was not susceptible to 
this type of argument, and that he would sooner lop off his own 
hand than extend it to Yaghi-Siyan. But events themselves were 
even more compelling. The Franj, whose food situation was in- 
creasingly critical, had just raided the lands of the Seljuk king, pil- 
laging and ravaging in the environs of Aleppo itself, and for the 
first time Riclwan felt his own realm threatened. More to defend 
himself than to aid Antioch, he decided to send his army against 
the Franj. Shams was triumphant. He sent his father a message 
informing him of the date of the Aleppan offensive and asked him 
to organize a massive sortie to catch the besiegers in a pincer 
movement. 

In Antioch, Ricl.wan's intervention was so unexpected that it 
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seemed heaven-sent. Would it be the turning-point of this battle, 
which had already been raging for more than a hundred days? 

Early in the afternoon of 9 February 1098 look-outs posted in 
the citadel reported the approach ofthe Aleppan army. It included 
several thousand cavalry, whereas the Franj could muster no more 
than seven or eight hundred, so severely had their mounts been 
decimated by famine. The besieged, who had been anxiously 
awaiting the Aleppans for several days now, wanted the battle to 
be joined at once. But Ric;lwan's troops had halted and begun to 
pitch their tents, and battle-orders were postponed to the follow- 
ing day. Preparations continued throughout the night. Every sol- 
dier now knew exactly where and when he had to act. Yaghi-Siyan 
was confident that his own men would carry out their side of the 
bargain. 

What no one knew was that the battle was lost even before it 
began. Terrified by what he knew about the fighting abilities of 
the Franj, Riclwan dared not take advantage of his numerical su- 
periority. Instead of deploying his troops, he sought only to pro- 
tect them. To avoid any threat of encirclement, he had confined 
them all night to a narrow strip of land wedged between the 
Orontes River and Lake Antioch. At dawn, when the Franj at- 
tacked, the Aleppans may as well have been paralysed. The nar- 
rowness of the land denied them any mobility. Their mounts 
reared, and those horsemen who fell were trampled underfoot by 
their comrades before they could rise. Of course, there was no 
longer any question of applying the traditional tactics, sending 
successive waves of cavalry-archers against the enemy. Ric;lwan's 
men were forced into hand-to-hand combat in which the heavily 
armoured knights easily gained an overwhelming advantage. It 
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was carnage. The king and his army, now in indescribable disarray 
and pursued by the Franj, dreamed only of flight. 

The battle unfolded differently under the walls of Antioch it- 
self. At first light, the defenders launched a massive sortie that 
compelled the attackers to fall back. The fighting was intense, and 
the soldiers of Yaghi-Siyan were in an excellent position. Slightly 
before midday, they had begun to penetrate the camp ofthe Franj 
when news came in of the Aleppans' debacle. Sick at heart, the 
emir ordered his men to fall back to the city. Scarcely had they 
completed their retreat when the knights who had crushed 
Riclwan returned, carrying macabre trophies from the battle. The 
inhabitants of Antioch soon heard great guffaws of laughter, fol- 
lowed by muffled whistles. Then the fearfully mutilated severed 
heads of the Aleppans, hurled by catapults, began to rain down. A 
deathly silence gripped the city. 

Yaghi-Siyan offered words of encouragement to those closest to 
him, but for the first time he felt the vice tighten around his city. 
After the debacle of the two enemy brothers, he could expect 
nothing more from the princes of Syria. Just one recourse re- 
mained open to him: the governor of Mosul, the powerful emir 
Karbuqa, who had the disadvantage of being more than two 
weeks march from Antioch. 

Mosul, the native city ofthe historian Ibn al-Athi:r, was the cap- 
ital ofJazira, or Mesopotamia, the fertile plain watered by the two 
great rivers Tigris and Euphrates. It was a political, cultural, and 
economic centre of prime importance. The Arabs boasted of its 
succulent fruit: its apples, pears, grapes, and pomegranates. The 
fine cloth it exported-called ‘muslin’, a word derived from the 
citys name-was known throughout the world. At the time of 
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the arrival of the Franj, the people of the emir Karbuqa's realm 
were already exploiting another natural resource, which the trav- 
eller Ibn Jubayr was to describe with amazement a few dozen 
years later: deposits of naphtha. This precious dark liquid, which 
would one day make the fortune of this part of the world, already 
offered travellers an unforgettable spectacle. 


We approach a locality called al-Qayyara [the place of tar], 
near the Tigris. To the right of the road to Mosul is a depres- 
sion in the earth, black as if it lay under a cloud. It is there 
that God causes the sources of pitch, great and small, to 
spurt forth. Sometimes one of them hurls up pieces, as 
though it were boiling. Bowls have been constructed in 
which the pitch is collected. Around these deposits lies a 
black pool; on its surface floats a light black foam which 
washes up on the banks and coagulates into bitumen. The 
product looks like a highly viscous, smooth, shiny mud, giv- 
ing offa sharp odour. Thus were we able to see with our own 
eyes a marvel of which we had heard tell, the description of 
which had seemed quite extraordinary to us. Not far away, 
on the banks of the Tigris, is another great source; we could 
see its smoke rising from afar. We were told that when they 
want to extract the bitumen it is set on fire. The flame con- 
sumes the liquid elements. The bitumen is then cut into 
pieces and transported. It is known throughout these lands 
as far as Syria, in Acre and in all the coastal regions. Allah 
creates whatever he wills. Praise be upon him! 


The inhabitants of Mosul attributed curative powers to the dark 
liquid, and immersed themselves in it when they were ill. Bitu- 
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men produced from oil was also used in construction, to ‘cement’ 
bricks together. Because it was impermeable, it was used as a 
coating for the walls of public baths, where its appearance was 
similar to polished black marble. But as we shall see, it was in the 
military domain that oil was most widely employed. 

Apart from these promising resources, Mosul was of vital 
strategic importance at the start of the Frankish invasion; its 
rulers had acquired the right to inspect Syrian affairs, a right the 
ambitious Karbuga intended to exercise. He considered Yaghi- 
Siyan’s call for help a perfect opportunity to extend his own influ- 
ence. He immediately promised to raise a great army. From that 
moment on, Antioch was on tenterhooks anticipating Karbuqa's 
arrival. 

This providential figure was a former slave, a condition the 
Turkish emirs did not consider in any sense degrading. Indeed, 
the Seljuk princes used to appoint their most faithful and talented 
slaves to posts of responsibility. Army chiefs of staff and gover- 
nors of cities were often ex-slaves, or mamluks, and so great was 
their authority that it was not even necessary to manumit them. 
Before the Frankish occupation was complete, the entire Muslim 
Middle East would be ruled by Mamluk sultans. As early as 1098 
the most influential men of Damascus, Cairo, and several other 
major cities were slaves or sons of slaves. 

Karbuga was among the most powerful of these. This authori- 
tarian officer with the greying beard bore the Turkish title of 
atabeg, literally ‘father of the prince’. Members of the ruling fami- 
lies suffered a staggering mortality rate in the Seljuk empire- 
through battles, murders, and executions-and rulers often left 
heirs who had not yet reached their majority. Tutors were as- 


51 of 405 


Maalouf, Amin 


signed to protect the interests ofthese heirs, and to round out his 
role as adoptive father, a tutor generally married his pupil's moth- 
er. These atabegs naturally tended to become the real holders of 
power, which they often subsequently transmitted to their own 
sons. The legitimate prince then became no more than a puppet 
in the hands of the atabeg, sometimes even a hostage. Appear- 
ances were scrupulously respected, however. Armies were often 
officially ‘commanded’ by children of three or four years of age 
who had ‘delegated’ their power to the atabeg. 

Just such a strange spectacle was seen in the last days of April 
1098, as nearly thirty thousand men gathered to set out from Mo- 
sul. The official edict announced that the valiant fighters would 
be waging the jihad against the infidels under the orders of an ob- 
scure Seljuk scion who, presumably from the depths of his swad- 
dling clothes, had entrusted command of the army to the atabeg 
Karbuga. 

According to the historian Ibn al-Athir, who spent his entire life 
in the service of the atabegs of Mosul, the Franj were seized with fear 
when th,, heard that the army of Karbiiqa was on its way to Antioch, for 
th, were vastly weakened and their supplies were slender. The detend- 
ers, on the contrary, took heart. Once again they prepared for a 
sortie to coincide with the approach of the Muslim troops. With 
the same tenacity as before, Yaghi-Siyan, ably seconded by his son 
Shams al-Dawla, checked the grain reserves, inspected the fortifi- 
cations, and encouraged the troops, promising them a rapid end 
to the siege, ‘with God's permission’. 

But his public self-assurance was a mere fa;:ade. The real situa- 
tion had been worsening for several weeks. The blockade of the 
city had been tightened, it was more difficult to get supplies, and 
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-this was even more worrying-information from the enemy 
camp was increasingly scanty. The Franj, who had apparently real- 
ized that their every word and deed was being reported to Yaghi- 
Siyan, had decided on drastic action to deal with the problem. 
The emir's agents had occasion to watch them kill a man, roast 
him on a spit, and eat his flesh, while shouting that any spy who 
was discovered would suffer a similar fate. The terrified infor- 
mants fled, and Yaghi-Siyan no longer had detailed information 
about his besiegers. As a seasoned military man, he considered 
the situation highly disquieting. 

He was reassured only by the knowledge that Karbuga was on 
the way. He was expected by the middle of May, with his tens of 
thousands of fighters. Everyone in Antioch impatiently awaited 
that moment. Rumours circulated day after day, propagated by cit- 
izens who mistook their desires for reality. There would be a 
spate of whispering and a dash to the ramparts, maternal old 
women asking questions of callow soldiers. The answer was al- 
ways the same: no, the rescuing troops were not in sight, but it 
would not be long now. 


The great Muslim army was a dazzling sight as it marched out 
of Mosul, with countless lances glinting in the sun and black ban- 
ners (emblem ofthe ‘Abbasids and the Seljuks) waving in a sea of 
white-robed cavalry. Despite the heat, the pace was brisk. The 
army would reach Antioch in less than two weeks if it maintained 
its rate of advance. But Karbuqa was troubled. Shortly before the 
armys departure, he had received some alarming news. A troop 
of Franj had taken Edessa, known to the Arabs as al-Ruha’, a large 
Armenian city situated north of the route leading from Mosul to 
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Antioch. The atabeg could not help wondering whether the Franj 
of Edessa might not advance behind him as he approached the 
besieged city. Was he not running the risk of being caught in a 
pincer movement? In the early days of May, he assembled his 
principal emirs to announce that he had decided to take a differ- 
ent route. He would first head north and settle the problem of 
Edessa in a few days; then he would be able to engage the be- 
siegers of Antioch without risk. Some protested, reminding him 
of Yaghi-Siyan's anxious message. But Karbiiga silenced them. 
Once his decision was made, he was as stubborn as a mule. While 
his emirs grudgingly obeyed, the army headed for the mountain 
passes leading to Edessa. 

The situation in the Armenian city was indeed worrying. The 
few Muslims who had been able to leave had brought news of 
strange events there. In February a Frankish chief by the name of 
Baldwin had arrived in command of hundreds of knights and 
more than two thousand foot-soldiers. Thoros, an old Armenian 
prince and ruler ofthe city, had appealed to him to strengthen the 
city garrison against repeated attacks by Turkish warriors. But 
Baldwin refused to act as a mere mercenary. He demanded to be 
formally named the legitimate successor of Thoros. The latter, 
aged and childless, agreed. An official ceremony was held, in ac- 
cordance with Armenian custom. Thoros dressed in a loose-fit- 
ting white robe, and Baldwin, naked to the waist, slipped under 
his ‘father’s’ frock and pressed their bodies together. Then it was 
the turn of the ‘mother’, the wife of[horos, against whom Bald- 
win now crept, between robe and naked flesh, before the amused 
regard of the onlookers, who whispered that this rite, conceived 
for the adoption of children, seemed somewhat inappropriate 
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when the ‘son’ was a great hairy knight. 

The soldiers of the Muslim army laughed loud and long as they 
pictured the scene that had just been described to them. But the 
sequel of the account chilled them. A few days after the ceremo- 
ny, father’ and ‘mother’ were lynched by a mob urged on by the 
‘son’, who watched impassively as they were put to death and 
then proceeded to proclaim himself the ‘count’ of Edessa. He 
then appointed his Frankish companions to all the important 
posts in the army and the administration. 

Hearing his worst fears confirmed, Karbiiga decided to organize 
a siege of the city. His emirs again sought to dissuade him. The 
three thousand Frankish soldiers in Edessa would not dare to at- 
tack the Muslim army, which numbered tens of thousands of 
men. On the other hand, they were quite sufficient to defend the 
city itself, and the siege might well drag on for months. In the 
meantime Yaghi-Siyan, abandoned to his fate, might give way to 
the pressure of the invaders. But the atabeg would not listen. Only 
after a futile three weeks under the walls of Edessa did he ac- 
knowledge his mistake and set out once more for Antioch, on a 
forced march. 

Meanwhile, within the besieged city, the high hopes of early 
May had given way to utter disarray. In the palace and in the 
streets alike, no one could understand why the troops from Mosul 
were taking so long. Yaghi-Siyan was in despair. 

The tension reached a paroxysm just before sunset on 2 June, 
when the look-outs reported that the Franj had assembled their 
forces and were heading north-east. The emirs and soldiers could 
think of only one explanation: Karbiiqa was in the area, and the 
attackers were setting out to meet him. Within a few minutes, 
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houses and ramparts had been alerted by word of mouth. The 
town breathed again. By sunrise, the atabeg would pry the city 
loose. The nightmare would finally end. It was a cool and humid 
evening. Long hours were spent discussing the situation on the 
doorsteps of darkened homes. Finally Antioch drifted off to sleep, 
exhausted but confident. 

Then at four in the morning, from the southern rim of the city, 
came a dull sound of rope being dragged against stone. From the 
peak of a great five-sided tower a man leaned out and gestured. 
He had not slept all night, and his beard was dishevelled. His 
name was Firuz, a maker of armour in charge of the defence of the 
towers, Ibn al-Athir would later report. A Muslim of Armenian ori- 
gin, Firuz had long been part of Yaghi-Siyan's entourage, but he 
had lately been accused of black-market trading, and Yaghi-Siyan 
had slapped a heavy fine on him. Firuz, seeking revenge, contact- 
ed the attackers. He told them that he controlled access to a win- 
dow overlooking the valley south of the city, and declared that he 
was prepared to escort them in. Better still, to prove that he was 
not leading them into a trap, he sent them his own son as 
hostage. For their part, the attackers promised him gold and land. 
Thus the plot was hatched: it would be put into action at dawn on 
the third day ofJune. The night before, in order to mislead the 
garrison into relaxing its vigilance, the attackers would pretend to 
move away from the city. 


When agreement was reached between the Franj and this 
accursed maker of armour, Ibn al-Athfr writes, they climbed to 
that small window, opened it, and hauled up many men by 
means of ropes. When more than five hundred of them had 


56 of 405 


The Crusades Through Arab Eyes (Saqi Essentials) 


ascended, they sounded the dawn trumpet, while the defend- 
ers were still exhausted from their long hours of wakeful- 
ness. Yaghi-Siyan awoke and asked what was happening. He 
was told that the sound of the trumpets was coming from 
the citadel, which had surely been taken. 


The noise was actually coming from Two Sisters Tower. But 
Yaghi-Siyan did not bother to check. He thought that all was lost. 
Succumbing to his fear, he ordered that one of the city gates be 
opened and he fled, accompanied by several guards. He rode for 
hours, haggard and unable to recover his spirits. After two hun- 
dred days of resistance, the ruler of Antioch had finally broken 
down. While reproaching him for his weakness, Ibn al-Athir 
evoked his death with emotion. 


He burst into tears at having abandoned his family, his 
sons, and the Muslims, and, in great pain, he fell uncon- 
scious from his horse. His companions tried to put him back 
in the saddle, but he could no longer hold himself upright. 
He was dying. They left him and rode off. An Armenian 
woodcutter who happened to be passing by recognized him. 
He cut offhis head and brought it to the Franj in Antioch. 


The city itself was a scene of blood and fire. Men, women, and 
children tried to flee through muddy alleyways, but the knights 
tracked them down easily and slaughtered them on the spot. The 
last survivors’ cries of horror were gradually extinguished, soon 
to be replaced by the off-key singing of drunken Frankish plunder- 
ers. Smoke rose from the many burning houses. By midday, a veil 
of mourning enveloped the city. 
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Only one man was able to keep his head amidst the blood- 
thirsty lunacy of 3 June 1098: the indefatigable Shams al-Dawla. 
The moment the city was invaded, the son ofYaghi-Siyan had bar- 
ricaded himself in the citadel with a small group of fighters. The 
Franj tried to dislodge them on several occasions, but were re- 
pulsed each time, not without suffering heavy losses. The greatest 
of the Frankish commanders, Bohemond, a gigantic man with 
long blond hair, was himself wounded in one of these attacks. 
Having learned something from his misadventure, he sent Shams 
a message proposing that he abandon the citadel in exchange for 
a guarantee of safe conduct. But the young emir haughtily re- 
fused. Antioch was the fief he had always meant to inherit, and 
he intended to fight for it to his dying breath. There was no short- 
age of supplies or sharp arrows. Enthroned majestically at the 
summit of Mount [labicb al-Najjar, the citadel could resist the 
Franj for months. They would lose thousands of men if they in- 
sisted on scaling its walls. 

The determination of these last defenders eventually paid off. 
The knights abandoned their attack on the citadel, and instead es- 
tablished a security zone around it. Then, three days after the fall 
of Antioch, Shams and his companions saw to their delight that 
Karbiiga's army had appeared on the horizon. For Shams and his 
handful of diehards, there was something unreal about the ap- 
pearance of the cavalry of Islam. They rubbed their eyes, wept, 
prayed and embraced one another. The soldiers’ cries of Allahu ak- 
bar, ‘God is great!’, rose to the citadel in a continuous roar. The 
Franj dug in behind the walls of Antioch. The besiegers had be- 
come the besieged. 

Shams's joy was tinged with bitterness, however. When the 
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first emirs from the rescue expedition joined him in his redoubt, 
he bombarded them with a thousand questions. Why had they 
come so late? Why had they given the Franj time to occupy Anti- 
och and massacre its inhabitants? To his utter astonishment, the 
emirs, far from defending their army's tactics, denounced Kar- 
biiga for all these evils: Karbiiga the arrogant, the pretentious, the 
inept, the coward. 

This was not simply a matter of personal antipathy. It was a 
genuine conspiracy, and the ringleader was none other than King 
Dugagq of Damascus, who had joined the Mosul troops as soon as 
they crossed into Syrian territory. The Muslim army was decided- 
ly not a homogeneous force, but a coalition of princes whose in- 
terests were often contradictory. No one was unaware of the terri- 
torial ambitions of the atabeg, and Duqaq had little trouble con- 
vincing his colleagues that their real enemy was Karbuga himself. 
If he emerged victorious from the battle against the infidels, he 
would set himself up as a saviour, and no Syrian city would es- 
cape his rule. On the other hand, if Karbiiga was beaten, the dan- 
ger to the Syrian cities would be lifted. Compared to that threat, 
the Frankish peril was a lesser evil. There was nothing alarming 
about the Rum’s desire to retake their city of Antioch with the aid 
of their mercenaries, for it was inconceivable that the Franj would 
create states of their own in Syria. As Ibn al-Athi:r put it, the atabeg 
so annoyed the Muslims with his pretensions that they decided to betray 
him at the battle's most decisive moment. 

This superb army, then, was a colossus with feet of clay, ready 
to collapse at the first fillip. Shams, who was willing to forget the 
decision to abandon Antioch, still sought to overcome all this pet- 
tiness. He felt that it was not yet time for accounts to be settled. 
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But his hopes were short-lived. The very day after his arrival, Kar- 
biiga summoned Shams to inform him that he was to be deprived 
of his command ofthe citadel. Shams was indignant. Had he not 
fought bravely? Had he not held out against all the Frankish 
knights? Was he not the rightful heir of the ruler of Antioch? The 
atabeg refused to discuss the matter. He was in charge, and he de- 
manded obedience. 

The son of Yaghi-Siyan was now convinced that the Muslim 
army could not win the day, in spite ofits imposing size. His only 
consolation was the knowledge that the situation in the enemy 
camp was scarcely any better. According to Ibn al-Athir, after con- 
quering Antioch, the Franj went without food for twelve days. The nobles 
devoured their mounts, the poor ate carrion and leaves. The Franj had 
suffered famine before during past months, but on those occa- 
sions they had always been able to gather provisions by raiding 
the surrounding countryside. Their new status as a besieged 
army, however, deprived them of this possibility. And Yaghi- 
Siyan's food reserves, on which they had counted, were practically 
exhausted. Desertions were running at an alarming rate. 

Providence seemed unable to decide which of these two ex- 
hausted and demoralized armies to favour during that June of 
1098. But then an extraordinary event brought about a decision. 
The Occidentals cried miracle, but the account of Ibn al-Athir 
contains no hint of the miraculous. 


Among the Franj was Bohemond, their commander-in- 
chief, but there was also an extremely wily monk who as- 
sured them that a lance of the Messiah, peace be upon him, 
was buried in the Kusyan, a great edifice of Antioch. He told 
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them: ‘If you find it, you will be victorious; otherwise, it 
means certain death.’ He had earlier buried a lance in the soil 
of the Kusyan and erased all his tracks. He ordered the Franj 
to fast and to make penance for three days. On the fourth 
day, he had them enter the building with their valets and 
workers, who dug everywhere and found the lance. The 
monk then cried out, ‘Rejoice, for victory is certain!’ On the 
fifth day, they began exiting from the city gates in small 
sroups of five or six. The Muslims said to Karbiiqa, ‘We 
should slip up to the gate and slaughter all who come out. It 
would be easy, for they are dispersed.’ But he answered, ‘No. 
Wait for all of them to leave, and we will kill them all, every 
last one. 


The calculation of the atabeg was less absurd than it may ap- 
pear. With such indisciplined troops, and with his emirs waiting 
for the earliest excuse to desert him, he could not afford to pro- 
long the siege. If the Franj were ready to join the battle, he did 
not want to frighten them with an excessively massive attack, 
which would threaten to drive them back into the city. What Kar- 
biiga had failed to anticipate, however, was that his decision to 
temporize would be seized upon by those who sought his down- 
fall. While the Franj continued their deployment, desertions be- 
gan in the Muslim camp. There were accusations of treason and 
cowardice. Sensing that he was losing control of his troops and 
that he had probably under-estimated the size of the besieged 
army as well, Karbugqa asked the Franj for a truce. This merely de- 
molished the last of his prestige in the eyes of his own army and 
emboldened the enemy. The Franj charged without even respond- 
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ing to his offer, forcing Karbiiqa in turn to unleash a wave of cav- 
alry-archers upon them. But Duqaq and most of his emirs were 
already serenely withdrawing with their troops. Realizing his 
mounting isolation, the atab,, ordered a general retreat, which 
immediately degenerated into a rout. 

Thus did the powerful Muslim army disintegrate ‘without a 
stroke of sword or lance, without the firing ofa single arrow. The 
Mosul historian was hardly exaggerating. The Franj themselves feared 
a trick, he wrote, for there had not yet been any battle justifying such a 

flight. ‘th,, therefore preferred not to pursue the Muslims. Karbiigqa was 
thus able to return to Mosul safe and sound, with the tatters of 
his troops. All his great ambitions vanished for ever before the 
walls of Antioch, and the city he had sworn to save was now firm- 
ly in the hands ofthe Franj. It would remain so for many a year. 

Most serious of all was that after this day of shame, there was 
no longer any force in Syria capable of checking the invaders’ ad- 
vance. 
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The Cannibals of Ma'‘arra 


I know not whether my native land le a grazing ground for wild 
beasts or yet my home! 


This cry of grief by an anonymous poet of Ma’arra was no mere 
figure of speech. Sadly, we must take his words literally, and ask 
with him: what monstrous thing came to pass in the Syrian city of 
Maarra late in that year of 1098? 

Until the arrival of the Franj, the people of Ma/arra lived un- 
troubled lives, shielded by their circular city walls. Their vine- 
yards and their fields of olives and figs afforded them modest 
prosperity. The city's affairs were administered by worthy local 
notables devoid of any great ambition, under the nominal 
suzerainty of Riclwan of Aleppo. Ma’arra's main claim to fame 
was that it was the home town of one ofthe great figures of Arab 
literature, Abu l-'Ala’ al-Ma’arri, who had died in 1057. This blind 
poet, a free-thinker, had dared to attack the mores of his age, 
flouting its taboos. Indeed, it required a certain audacity to write 
lines like these: 


The inhabitants of the earth are of two sorts: 
Those with brains, but no religion, 
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And those with religion, but no brains. 


Forty years after his death, a fanaticism come from afar de- 
scended on this city and seemed to prove this son of Maarra 
right, not only in his irreligion, but also in his legendary pes- 
simism: 


Fate smashes us as though we were made o fglass, 
And never are our shards put together again. 


His city was to be reduced to a heap of ruins, and the poet's 
oft-expressed mistrust of his compatriots would find its cruellest 
vindication. 

During the first few months of 1098 the inhabitants of Maarra 
uneasily followed the battle of Antioch, which was taking place 
three days’ march north-west of them. After their victory, the 
Franj raided several neighbouring villages, and although Maarra 
was spared, several of its families decided to abandon the town 
for more secure residences in Aleppo, Homs, and Hama. Their 
fears proved justified when, towards the end of November, thou- 
sands of Frankish warriors arrived and surrounded the city. Al- 
though some citizens managed to flee despite the siege, most 
were trapped. Maarra had no army, only an urban militia, which 
several hundred young men lacking any military experience hasti- 
ly joined. For two weeks they courageously resisted the re- 
doubtable knights, going so far as to hurl packed beehives down 
on the besiegers from the city walls. 


To counter such tenacity, Ibn al-Athfr wrote, the Franj con- 
structed a wooden turret as high as the ramparts. Some Mus- 
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lims, fearful and demoralized, felt that a more effective de- 
fence was to barricade themselves within the city’s tallest 
buildings. They therefore abandoned the walls, leaving the 
positions they had been holding undefended. Others fol- 
lowed their example, and another point of the surrounding 
wall was abandoned. Soon the entire perimeter of the town 
was without defenders. The Franj scaled the walls with lad- 
ders, and when the Muslims saw them atop the walls, they 
lost heart. 


It was 11 December, a pitch-dark night, and the Franj did not 
yet dare to penetrate the town. The notables of Ma'arra made con- 
tact with Bohemond, the new master of Antioch, who was leading 
the attackers. The Frankish commander promised to spare the 
lives of the inhabitants if they would stop fighting and withdraw 
from certain buildings. Desperately placing their trust in his 
word, the families gathered in the houses and cellars of the city 
and waited all night in fear. 

The Franj arrived at dawn. It was carnage. For three days th, , put 
people to the sword, killing more than a hundred thousand people and tak- 
ing many prisoners. Ibn al-Athir's figures are obviously fantastic, for 
the city's population on the eve ofits fall was probably less than 
ten thousand. But the horror lay less in the number of victims 
than in the barely imaginable fate that awaited them. 

In Maarra our troops boiled pagan adults in cooking-pots; they impaled 
children on spits and devoured them grilled. The inhabitants of towns 
and villages near Ma'arra would never read this confession by the 
Frankish chronicler Radulph of Caen, but they would never forget 
what they had seen and heard. The memory of these atrocities, 
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preserved and transmitted by local poets and oral tradition, 
shaped an image of the Franj that would not easily fade. The 
chronicler Usarnah Ibn Mungidh, born in the neighbouring city of 
Shayzar three years before these events, would one day write: 


All those who were well-informed about the Franj saw 
them as beasts superior in courage and fighting ardour but in 
nothing else, just as animals are superior in strength and ag- 
gression. 


This unkind assessment accurately reflects the impression 
made by the Franj upon their arrival in Syria: they aroused a mix- 
ture of fear and contempt, quite understandable on the part of an 
Arab nation which, while far superior in culture, had lost all com- 
bative spirit. The Turks would never forget the cannibalism of the 
Occidentals. Throughout their epic literature, the Franj are invari- 
ably described as anthropophagi. 

Was this view of the Franj unjust? Did the Western invaders 
devour the inhabitants ofthe martyred city simply in order to sur- 
vive? Their commanders said so in an official letter to the pope 
the following year: A terrible famine racked the army in Maarra, and 
placed it in the cruel necessity o ffeeding itself upon the bodies of the Sara- 
cens. But the explanation seems unconvincing, for the inhabitants 
of the Ma’arra region witnessed behaviour during that sinister 
winter that could not be accounted for by hunger. They saw, for 
example, fanatical Franj, the Tafurs, roam through the country- 
side openly proclaiming that they would chew the flesh of the 
Saracens and gathering around their nocturnal camp-fires to de- 
vour their prey. Were they cannibals out of necessity? Or out of 
fanaticism? It all seems unreal, and yet the evidence is over- 
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whelming, not only in the facts described, but also in the morbid 
atmosphere it reflects. In this respect, one sentence by the Frank- 
ish chronicler Albert of Aix, who took part in the battle of Maar- 
ra, remains unequalled in its horror: Not only did our troops not 
shrink from eating dead Turks and Saracens; they also ate dogs! 

The ordeal of the city of Abul-'.Ala’ ended only on 13 January 
1099, when hundreds of torch-bearing Franj roamed through the 
alleyways setting every house alight. The city walls had already 
been demolished stone by stone. 

The Mavarra incident was to contribute to opening a chasm be- 
tween the Arabs and the Franj that would not be bridged for cen- 
turies to come. For the moment, however, the populace was paral- 
ysed by terror and ceased to resist-unless forced to do so. When 
the invaders resumed their southward march, leaving nothing but 
smoking ruins in their wake, the Syrian emirs hastened to send 
them emissaries laden with gifts to assure them of their goodwill, 
and to offer them any assistance they might require. 

The first to do this was Sultan Ibn Mungidh, the uncle of the 
chronicler Usarnah, who ruled the small emirate of Shayzar. The 
Franj reached his territory very soon after their departure from 
Maarra. At their head was Raymond of Saint-Gilles, one of the 
commanders most frequently mentioned in the Arab chronicles. 
The emir dispatched an embassy to him, and an agreement was 
quickly concluded: not only would the sultan promise to supply 
the Franj with provisions, he would also authorize them to buy 
horses on the Shayzar market and would furnish them with 
guides to enable them to pass unhindered through the rest of Syr- 
ia. 

The entire region was now aware of the advance of the Franj; 
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their itinerary was finally known. Did they not openly proclaim 
that their ultimate objective was Jerusalem, where they wanted to 
take possession of the tomb of Jesus? Everyone who lived along 
the route to the holy city sought to take precautions against the 
Frankish scourge. The poorest hid in neighbouring woods, haunt- 
ed by big game: lions, wolves, bears, and hyenas. Those who had 
the means headed for the interior of the country. Others took 
refuge in the nearest fortress, as did the peasants of the rich plain 
of Bukaya during the first week ofJanuary 1099, when they were 
told that the Frankish troops were near. Gathering their cattle and 
their reserves of oil and grain, they climbed towards [lin al- 
Akrad, the ‘citadel of the Kurds’, which, from the summit of an 
almost impregnable peak, overlooked the entire plain as far as the 
Mediterranean. Although the fortress had long ago fallen into dis- 
use, its walls were intact, and the peasants hoped to find shelter 
there. But the Franj, ever short of provisions, laid siege. On 28 
January their warriors began to scale the walls of I:lin al-Akrad. 
Fearing that all was lost, the peasants clevised a stratagem. They 
threw open the doors of the citadel, allowing part of their herd to 
escape. The Franj, forgetting the battle, hurled themselves after 
the animals. So great was the chaos in their ranks that the em- 
boldened defenders made a sortie and attacked the tent of Saint- 
Gilles, where the Frankish commander, abandoned by his body- 
guards (who wanted their share of the cattle too), barely escaped 
capture. 

The peasants felt more than a little satisfaction at their exploit. 
But they knew that the attackers would return to seek revenge. 
The next day, when Saint-Gilles ordered his men to assault the 
walls once more, they did not show themselves. The assailants 
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wondered what new trick the peasants had come up with. In fact, 
it was the wisest trick of all: they had taken advantage of the 
darkness of night to slip away noiselessly. It was at the site of 
I:lin al-Akrad, forty years later, that the Franj would construct 
one of their most formidable fortresses. The name would change 
but little: “Akrad’ was deformed first into ‘Crat’ and then into 
'Crac’. The Crac des Chevaliers, with its imposing silhouette, still 
dominates the plain of Bukaya today. 

For several days in February 1099 the citadel became the gener- 
al headquarters of the Franj. A disconcerting scene unfolded 
there. Delegations arrived from all the neighbouring cities, and 
even from several villages, leading mules carrying gold, cloth, and 
provisions. So complete was the political fragmentation of Syria 
that even the smallest hamlet acted as an independent emirate. 
Every town knew that in defending itself and dealing with the in- 
vaders it could rely only on its own forces. No prince, no notable, 
no qa#, could indulge in the slightest gesture of resistance with- 
out placing his entire community in danger. Patriotic sentiments 
were thus held in abeyance, and the local potentates arrived, with 
forced smiles, to present their gifts and to pay homage. Kiss any 
arm you cannot break, a local proverb runs, and pray to God to break it. 

It was this wisdom of resignation that dictated the conduct of 
the emir Janah al-Dawla, ruler of the city of Homs. This warrior, 
famous for his valour, had been the most faithful ally ofthe atabeg 
Karbugqa only a scant seven months ago. Ibn al-Athir, in fact, 
notes that Janah al-Dawla was the last to flee at Antioch. But the 
time for bellicosity or religious zeal was long past, and the emir 
was particularly accommodating to Saint-Gilles, offering him, 
apart from the usual presents, a large number of horses, for as the 
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ambassadors from Homs explained mawkishly, Janah al-Dawla 
had heard that the knights were short of mounts. 

Of all the delegations that filed through the immense unfur- 
nished rooms of IHil’n al-Akrad, the most generous came from 
Tripoli. Presenting one by one the splendid precious stones cut by 
the city’s Jewish artisans, Tripolis ambassadors welcomed the 
Franj in the name of the most respected prince of the Syrian 
coast, the gaf Jalal al-Mulk. He belonged to the family of the 
Banu ‘Ammar, which had made Tripoli the jewel of the Arab East. 
The Banu ‘Ammar were not one of those innumerable military 
clans that had carved out fiefdoms for themselves by sheer force 
of arms, but a dynasty of scholars; their founder was a magistrate, 
or qf, a title the sovereigns of the city had conserved ever since. 

Thanks to the wisdom of the qa#s, at the time of the Franj ad- 
vance Tripoli and its environs were enjoying an age of peace and 
prosperity that all their neighbours envied. The pride of the citi- 
zenry was the enormous Dar al-'Ilm, or ‘House of Culture’, which 
included a library of some one hundred thousand volumes, one of 
the largest collections of the era. The city was ringed with fields 
of olives, carobs, and sugar-cane, and many kinds of fruit had 
been amassed in the recent abundant harvests. Its port was the 
scene of bustling activity. 

It was this very opulence that led to the city's first problems 
with the invaders. In the message he sent to Hil%n al-Akrad, Jalal 
al-Mulk invited Saint-Gilles to send a delegation to Tripoli to ne- 
gotiate an alliance. This was an unpardonable error. The Frankish 
emissaries were amazed at the gardens, the palace, the port, and 
the gold-smiths' souk-so much so that they paid no attention to 
the proposals of the qa#. They were already dreaming of the rich 
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spoils that would be theirs if they took this city. And it seems that 
once they had returned to their chief, they did their best to arouse 
his cupidity. Jalal al-Mulk, who was naively awaiting Saint-Gilles's 
response to his offer of an alliance, was more than a little sur- 
prised to discover that on 14 February the Franj had laid siege to 
Arga, second-largest city of the principality of Tripoli. Although 
naturally disappointed, his stronger emotion was terror, for he 
was convinced that this operation by the invaders was only the 
first step to the conquest of his capital. How could he help re- 
membering the fate of Antioch? Jalal al-Mulk already saw himself 
in the shoes of the hapless Yaghi-Siyan, hurtling shamefully to- 
ward death or oblivion. In Tripoli, provisions were being stock- 
piled in preparation for a long siege. The inhabitants wondered 
anxiously how much time the invaders would spend at 'Arqa. 
Every passing day was an unexpected reprieve. 

February slipped by, then March and April. In that year, as 
every spring, Tripoli was enveloped by the scent of orchards in 
blossom. The city seemed especially beautiful, for the news was 
comforting: the Franj had still not managed to take ‘Arqa, whose 
defenders found this no less astonishing than did the besiegers. 
The town's ramparts were no more solid than those of other, 
more important cities that the Franj had been able to seize. 
‘Arqas real strength was that from the very first moment of the 
battle its inhabitants were convinced that if a single breach in the 
walls were opened, they would all be slaughtered like their broth- 
ers in Maarra and Antioch. They kept watch day and night, re- 
pelling attacks and preventing the slightest infiltration. The in- 
vaders finally got tired of it all. The clamour of their disputes 
reached into the besieged city itself. On 13 May 1099 they finally 
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struck camp and slid away, hanging their heads. After three 
months of exhausting struggle, the tenacity of the resistance had 
been rewarded. Yarga rejoiced. 

The Franj began their southward march anew. They passed by 
Tripoli at a disquietingly leisurely pace. Jalal al-Mulk, well aware 
of their irritation, hastened to send them his best wishes for the 
continuation of their journey. He was careful to accompany his 
good wishes with foodstuffs, gold, a few horses, and guides who 
would lead them along the narrow coastal route to Beirut. The 
Tripolitanian scouts were joined by many Christian Maronites 
from Mount Lebanon who, like the Muslim emirs, offered to co- 
operate with the Western warriors. 

Without further attacks on the possessions of the Banu “%m- 
mar, such as Jubayl (ancient Byblos), the invaders reached Nahr 
al-Kalb, the River of the Dog. 

By crossing that river, they placed themselves in a state of war 
with the Fatimid caliphate of Egypt. 


The strong man of Cairo, the powerful and corpulent vizier al- 
Afclal Shahinshah, had not concealed his satisfaction when, in 
April 1097, emissaries from Alexius Comnenus had informed him 
that a massive contingent of Frankish knights had arrived in Con- 
stantinople and were about to launch an offensive in Asia Minor. 
Al-Afclal, ‘the Best’, a 35-year-old former slave who was the sole 
ruler of an Egyptian nation of seven million, had sent the emper- 
or his best wishes for success and asked to be kept informed, as a 
friend, of the progress ofthe expedition. 


Some say that when the masters of Egypt saw the expan- 
sion of the Seljuk empire, they took fright and asked the 
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Franj to march on Syria and to establish a buffer between 
them and the Muslims. God alone knows the truth. 


Ibn al-Athir's singular explanation ofthe origin of the Frankish 
invasion says a great deal about the deep divisions in the Islamic 
world between the Sunnis, whose allegiance was to the Baghdad 
caliphate, and the Shi'is, who recognized the Fatimid caliphate of 
Cairo. The schism, which dates back to a conflict within the 
Prophet's family during the seventh century, has always aroused 
bitter conflict among Muslims. Even men of state like Saladin 
considered the struggle against the Shilis as at least as important 
as the war against the Franj. 'Heretics' were regularly blamed for 
all the evils besetting Islam, and it is not surprising that the 
Frankish invasion itself should be attributed to their intrigues. 
Nevertheless, although the alleged Fatimid appeal to the Franj is 
pure fiction, the Cairene leaders’ elation at the arrival of the 
Western warriors was undoubtedly real. The vizier al-Afclal warm- 
ly congratulated the basileus upon the fall of Nicaea, and three 
months before the invaders took Antioch, an Egyptian delegation 
bearing gifts visited the camp of the Franj to wish them a speedy 
victory and to propose an alliance with them. The ruler of Cairo, a 
soldier of Armenian origin, had no sympathy for the Turks, and in 
this his personal sentiments squared with the interests of Egypt. 
Since the middle of the century, Seljuk advances had been eroding 
the territory of the Fatimid caliphate and the Byzantine empire 
alike. While the Rum watched as Antioch and Asia Minor escaped 
their control, the Egyptians lost Damascus and Jerusalem, which 
had belonged to them for a century. A firm friendship developed 
between al-Afclal and Alexius, and between Cairo and Constan- 
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tinople. There were regular consultations and exchanges of infor- 
mation; common projects were elaborated. Shortly before the ar- 
rival of the Franj, Alexius and al-Afijal observed with satisfaction 
that the Seljuk empire was being undermined by internal quar- 
rels. In Asia Minor, as in Syria, many small rival states had been 
established. Had the time come to take revenge against the 
Turks? Would the Riim and the Egyptians now both recover their 
lost possessions? Al-Afclal dreamed of a concerted operation by 
the two allied powers, and when he learned that the basileus had 
received a large reinforcement of troops from the lands of the 
Franj, he felt that revenge was at hand. 

The delegation he dispatched to the besiegers of Antioch made 
no mention of a non-aggression pact. That much was obvious, 
thought the vizier. What he proposed to the Franj was a formal 
partition: northern Syria for the Franj; southern Syria (meaning 
Palestine, Damascus, and the coastal cities as far north as Beirut) 
for him. Al-Afclal was careful to present his offer at the earliest 
possible date, before the Franj were certain that they would be 
able to take Antioch. He was convinced that they would accept 
with alacrity. 

Their answer had been curiously evasive, however. They asked 
for explanations and the clarification of details, in particular as to 
the future ofJerusalem. Although they treated the Egyptian diplo- 
mats amicably, even offering to show them the severed heads of 
three hundred Turks killed near Antioch, they refused to conclude 
any agreement. Al-Afclal did not understand. Was his proposal 
not realistic, even generous? Could it be that the Rum and their 
auxiliaries seriously intended to take Jerusalem, as his envoys 
suspected? Could Alexius have lied to him? 
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The strong man of Cairo was still uncertain what policy to 
adopt when, in June 1098, he received the news of the fall of An- 
tioch, followed three weeks later by that of Karbiiqa's humiliating 
defeat. The vizier then decided to take immediate action in an ef- 
fort to take friend and foe alike by surprise. hh July, Ibn al-Qalanisi 
reports, it was announced that the generalissimo al-A#al, emir of the 
armies, had left Egypt at the head ofa powerful army and had laid siege to 
Jerusalem, where the emirs Sokman and Ilghazi, sons of Artuk, resided. He 
attacked the city and erected mangonels. The two Turkish brothers who 
administered Jerusalem had just arrived from the north, where 
they had participated in Karbiiqa's ill-fated expedition. After a 
forty-day siege, the city capitulated. Al-A#al treated the two emirs 
generously, and set them and their entourage free. 

For several months, events seemed to prove the master of Cairo 
right. It seemed as though the Franj, now facing an accomplished 
fact, had given up any idea of pressing ahead. The poets of the Fa- 
timid court outdid themselves in composing eulogies of the fa- 
mous exploit of the man of state who had wrenched Palestine 
from the Sunni ‘heretics’. But in January 1099, when the Franj re- 
launched their resolute march to the south, al-Afclal became un- 
easy. 

He dispatched one of his confidants to Constantinople to con- 
sult Alexius, who responded, in a celebrated letter, with a stun- 
ning confession: the basileus no longer exercised the slightest 
control over the Franj. Incredible as it might seem, these people 
were acting on their own account, seeking to establish their own 
states, refusing to hand Antioch back to the empire, contrary to 
their sworn promises. They seemed determined to take Jerusalem 
by any means. The pope had summoned them to a holy war to 
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take possession of the tomb of Christ, and nothing could deter 
them from their objective. Alexius added that for his part, he dis- 
avowed their action and would strictly observe his alliance with 
Cairo. 

Despite this latter assertion, al-Afclal had the impression that 
he had been caught in a mortal trap. Being himself of Christian 
origin, he found it easy to understand that the Franj, whose faith 
was ardent and naive, might be determined to press their armed 
pilgrimage through to the end. He now regretted having thrown 
himself into this Palestinian adventure. Would it not have been 
better to let the Franj and the Turks fight for Jerusalem instead of 
having gratuitously interposed himself across the route of these 
knights, as courageous as they were fanatical? 

Realizing that it would take him several months to raise an 
army capable of confronting the Franj, he wrote to Alexius, im- 
ploring him to do all he could to slow the march of the invaders. 
In April 1099, during the siege of ‘Arga, the basileus sent the 
Franj a message asking that they postpone their departure for Pa- 
lestine, saying-and this was his pretext-that he would soon be 
arriving in person to join them. For his part, the ruler of Cairo 
sent the Franj fresh proposals for an agreement. In addition to the 
partition of Syria, he now explained his policy on the holy city: 
freedom of worship was to be strictly respected, pilgrims were to 
be granted the right to visit whenever they desired, so long, of 
course, as they were unarmed and travelled in small groups. The 
response of the Franj was scathing: ‘We will go all of us to 
Jerusalem, in combat formation, our lances raised!’ 

It was a declaration of war. On 19 May 1099, matching word 
and deed, the invaders unhesitatingly crossed Nahr al-Kalb, the 
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northern limit of the Fatimid domain. 


But the River of the Dog was a largely fictitious border, for al- 
Afclal had done no more than reinforce the garrison in Jerusalem, 
abandoning the Egyptian possessions of the littoral to their fate. 
All the coastal cities, virtually without exception, hastened to 
reach some accommodation with the invader. 

The first was Beirut, four hours’ march from Nahr al-Kalb. Its 
inhabitants dispatched a delegation to the knights, promising to 
supply them with gold, provisions, and guides, if only they would 
respect the harvests of the surrounding plain. The Beirutis added 
that they would be prepared to recognize the authority of the 
Franj if they succeeded in taking Jerusalem. Saida, ancient Sidon, 
reacted differently. Its garrison effected several daring sorties 
against the invaders, who took their revenge by ravaging its or- 
chards and pillaging nearby villages. That was to be the last act of 
resistance. The ports of Tyre and Acre, although they would have 
been easy to defend, followed the example of Beirut. In Palestine 
most towns and villages were evacuated by their inhabitants even 
before the Franj arrived. At no time did the invaders encounter 
any serious resistance, and on the morning of 7 June 1099 the in- 
habitants of Jerusalem saw them in the distance, on a hill, near 
the mosque of the prophet Samuel. They could almost hear the 
sounds of their march. By late afternoon the Franj were already 
camped at the walls of the city. 

General Iftikhar al-Dawla, ‘Pride of the State’, who was com- 
mander of the Egyptian garrison, observed them with equanimity 
from atop the Tower of David. During the past several months he 
had made all the necessary arrangements to sustain a long siege. 
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A section of the city walls damaged during al-Afi;ial's attack on 
the Turks the previous summer had been repaired. Enormous 
stocks of provisions had been amassed to avert any threat of 
shortages while waiting for the vizier, who had promised to arrive 
by the end ofJuly to lift the siege. The general had even prudently 
followed the example of Yaghi-Siyan and expelled the Christian 
inhabitants liable to collaborate with their Frankish coreligionists. 
During these past few days, he had poisoned water sources and 
wells in the environs of the city, to prevent the enemy from tap- 
ping them. Life would not be easy for those besieging the city un- 
der the June sky in this mountainous and arid landscape, with 
olive trees scattered here and there. 

Iftikhar therefore felt that the battle would be joined in the best 
possible conditions. With his Arab cavalry and Sudanese archers 
solidly entrenched within the thick fortifications that crept up 
hills and dipped into ravines, he felt he would be able to hold the 
line. True enough, the Western knights were renowned for their 
bravery, but their behaviour before the walls of Jerusalem was 
somewhat disconcerting to an experienced officer. Iftikhar had ex- 
pected that as soon as they arrived, they would begin construct- 
ing mobile towers and the various other instruments of siege, dig- 
ging trenches to protect themselves against sorties by the city gar- 
rison. Far from making such arrangements, however, they had be- 
gun by organizing a procession around the walls, led by bare- 
headed praying and chanting priests; they then threw themselves 
against the walls like madmen, without carrying even a single lad- 
der. Al-Afgal had told the general that these Franj wanted to seize 
the city for religious reasons, but such blind fanaticism neverthe- 
less astonished him. He himself was a devoted Muslim, but if he 
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was fighting in Palestine, it was to defend the interests of Egypt, 
and-why deny it-to advance his own military career. 

He knew that this was a city unlike any other. Iftikhar had al- 
ways called it by its common name, iliya’, but the ‘ulama’ (the 
doctors of Muslim law) dubbed it al-Quds, Bait al-Maqdis, or Bait 
al-Mugqaddas-'site of holiness’. They described it as the third 
holy city of Islam, after Mecca and Medina, for it was here that, 
one miraculous night, God led the Prophet to a meeting with 
Moses and Jesus, son of Mary. Since then, every Muslim had con- 
sidered al-Quds the symbol of the continuity of the divine mes- 
sage. Many believers came to gather in al-Aqa mosque, under the 
enormous sparkling dome that dominates the squat houses of the 
city. 

Although heaven seemed present at every street corner in this 
town, Iftikhar himself was quite down to earth. He believed that 
military techniques were always the same, whatever the city. 
These processions of singing Franj were irritating, but they did 
not worry him. It was only at the end of the second week of the 
siege that he began to feel uneasy, when the enemy enthusiasti- 
cally set to work building two huge wooden towers. By the begin- 
ning of July they were already erect, ready to carry hundreds of 
fighters to the top of the ramparts. Their menacing silhouettes 
loomed ominously from the heart of the enemy camp. 

Iftikhar had issued the strictest orders: if either of these con- 
traptions made the slightest move toward the walls, it was to be 
inundated in a flood of arrows. If the tower managed to draw near 
nevertheless, Greek fire would be used, a mixture of oil and sul- 
phur that was poured into jugs, set alight, and hurled at the at- 
tackers by catapult. When it spattered, the liquid caused fires that 
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were not easily extinguished. With this formidable weapon 
Iftikhar's soldiers repelled several successive assaults during the 
second week of July, even though the besiegers, in an effort to 
protect themselves from the flames, had lined their mobile towers 
with freshly fl, ,ed animal skins soaked in vinegar. In the mean- 
time, rumours were rife that al-Afc,ial's arrival was imminent. The 
attackers, afraid of being trapped between the defenders and the 
arriving army, redoubled their efforts. 


Of the two mobile towers constructed by the Franj, Ibn al- 
Athfr writes, one was on the side of Zion, to the south, while 
the other was placed to the north. The Muslims managed to 
burn the first one, killing all those inside. But barely had 
they finished destroying it when a messenger arrived calling 
for help, for the city had been penetrated on the opposite 
side. In fact, it was taken from the north, one Friday morn- 
ing, seven days before the end of Sha’ban, in the year 492. 


On that terrible day ofJuly 1099, Iftikhar was ensconced in the 
Tower of David, an octagonal citadel whose foundations had been 
welded with lead. It was the strongest point of the system of de- 
fensive fortifications. He could have held out for a few more days, 
but he knew that the battle was lost. The Jewish quarter had been 
invaded, the streets were strewn with bodies, and fighting was al- 
ready raging alongside the great mosque. He and his men would 
soon be completely surrounded. Nevertheless, he continued to 
fight. What else could he do? By afternoon, fighting had practical- 
ly ceased in the centre of the city. The white banner of the Fa- 
timids now waved only over the Tower of David. 

Suddenly the Frankish attack was halted and a messenger ap- 
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preached. He was carrying an offer from Saint-Gilles, who pro- 
posed that the Egyptian general and his men be allowed to leave 
the city alive if they would surrender the tower to him. Iftikhar 
hesitated. The Franj had already broken their commitments more 
than once, and there was no indication that Saint-Gilles would 
now act in good faith. On the other hand, he was described as a 
white-haired sexagenarian respected by all, which suggested that 
his word could be trusted. In any event, Iftikhar was sure that 
Saint-Gilles would eventually have to negotiate with the garrison, 
since his wooden tower had been destroyed and all his attacks re- 
pelled. Indeed, he had been dithering on the walls since morning, 
while his colleagues, the other Frankish commanders, were al- 
ready plundering the city and arguing about who would get which 
houses. Carefully weighing the pros and cons, Iftikhar finally an- 
nounced that he was ready to yield, provided that Saint-Gilles 
would promise, on his honour, to guarantee his safety and that of 
all his men. 

The Franj kept their word, Ibn al-Athir notes conscientiously, and 
let them depart by night for the port ofAscalon, where th, , camped. And 
then he adds: The population of the holy city was put to the sword, and 
the Franj spent a week massacring Muslims. Th, , killed more than seventy 
thousand people in al-Ag$a mosque. Ibn al-Qalanisi, who never report- 
ed figures he could not verify, says only: Many people were killed. The 
Jews had gathered in their synagogue and the Franj burned them alive. They 
also destroyed the monuments of saints and the tomb of Abraham, may 
peace be upon him! 

Among the monuments sacked by the invaders was the mosque 
of ‘Umar, erected to the memory of the second successor of the 
Prophet, the caliph ‘Umar Ibn al-Khanab, who had taken 
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Jerusalem from the Riim in February 638. The Arabs would later 
frequently invoke this event, to highlight the difference between 
their conduct and that of the Franj. 'Umar had entered Jerusalem 
astride his famous white camel, and the Greek patriarch of the 
holy city came forward to meet him. The caliph first assured him 
that the lives and property of the city's inhabitants would be re- 
spected, and then asked the patriarch to take him to visit the 
Christian holy places. The time of Muslim prayer arrived while 
they were in the church of Qjyama, the Holy Sepulchre, and 
‘Umar asked his host if he could unroll his prayer mat. The patri- 
arch invited ‘Umar to do so right where he stood but the caliph 
answered: ‘IfI do, the Muslims will want to appropriate this site, 
saying " ‘Umar prayed here." ' Then, carrying his prayer mat, he 
went and knelt outside. He was right, for it was on that very spot 
that the mosque that bore his name was constructed. The Frank- 
ish commanders, alas, lacked "‘Umar's magnanimity. They cele- 
brated their triumph with an ineffable orgy of killing, and then 
savagely ravaged the city they claimed to venerate. 

Not even their coreligionists were spared. One of the first mea- 
sures taken by the Franj was to expel from the Church of the Holy 
Sepulchre all the priests of Oriental rites-Greeks, Georgians, Ar- 
menians, Copts, and Syrians-who used to officiate jointly, in ac- 
cordance with an old tradition respected by all previous con- 
querors. Dumbfounded by this degree of fanaticism, the digni- 
taries of the Oriental Christian communities decided to resist. 
They refused to tell the occupiers where they had hidden the True 
Cross, on which Christ died. In the minds of these men, religious 
devotion to the relic was compounded by patriotic pride. Indeed, 
were they not fellow citizens of the Nazarene? But the invaders 
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were not impressed. They arrested the priests who had been en- 
trusted with custody of the Cross and tortured them to make 
them reveal the secret. Thus did the Franj manage to forcibly de- 
prive the Christians of the holy city wherein lay their most pre- 
cious relics. 

While the Occidentals were completing the massacre of a few 
hidden survivors and laying their hands on the riches of 
Jerusalem, the army raised by al-Afcial was advancing slowly 
across Sinai. It reached Palestine twenty days after the tragedy. 
The vizier, who was personally in command, hesitated to march 
on the holy city directly. Although he had nearly thirty thousand 
men, he did not consider his position strong, for he lacked the 
materiel for a siege and was frightened by the determination 
shown by the Frankish knights. He therefore decided to camp 
with his troops in the environs of Ascalon and to dispatch an em- 
bassy to Jerusalem to sound out the enemy's intentions. When 
they reached the occupied city, the Egyptian emissaries were led 
to a knight with long hair and a blond beard, a big man who was 
introduced to them as Godfrey of Bouillon, the new master of 
Jerusalem. It was to him that they delivered the vizier's message, 
which accused the Franj of having abused his good faith and pro- 
posed to negotiate some arrangement with them if they would 
promise to leave Palestine. The Occidentals’ response was to as- 
semble their forces and set out without delay on the route to 
Ascalon. 

So rapid was their advance that they arrived near the Muslim 
camp before the scouts had even reported their presence. With 
the very first engagement, the Egyptian army gave way and fell back 
toward the port ofAscalon, Ibn al-Qalanisi relates. Al-A#al also with- 
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drew. The sabres ofthe Franj triumphed over the Muslims. Neither foot-sol- 
diers, nor volunteers, nor the people of the city were spared in the killing. 
About ten thousand souls perished, and the camp was sacked. 


It was probably several days after the Egyptian debacle that the 
group of refugees led by Abu Sa’ad al-I;:larawi reached Baghdad. 
The gaf of Damascus was not yet aware that the Franj had just 
won another victory, but he knew that the invaders were now 
masters ofJerusalem, Antioch, and Edessa, that they had beaten 
Kilij Arslan and Danishmend, that they had crossed all of Syria 
from north to south, massacring and pillaging at will and with im- 
punity. He felt that his people and his faith had been scorned and 
humiliated, and he meant to raise such a great cry that the Mus- 
lims would finally awake. He would shake his brothers out of 
their torpor, provoke them, scandalize them. 

On Friday 19 August 1099 he led his companions into the great 
mosque of Baghdad. In the afternoon, as the faithful were con- 
verging from all over the city to pray, he began eating ostenta- 
tiously, although it was Rama<jan, the month of obligatory fast- 
ing. Within a few moments an angry crowd pressed around him, 
and soldiers approached to arrest him. But al-I:larawi then rose 
and calmly asked those surrounding him how it was that they 
could feel so indignant at the violation of the fast whereas the 
massacre of thousands of Muslims and the destruction of the holy 
places of Islam met with their complete indifference. Having thus 
silenced the crowd, he proceeded to describe in detail the evils 
that had over-whelmed Syria, Bilad al-Sham, and especially those 
that had just befallen Jerusalem. The refugees wept, and th, made 
others weep, Ibn al-Athir writes. 
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Leaving the street, al-L:larawi carried the scandal into the 
palaces. I see that the supporters of the faith are weak!’ he cried 
out in the drwan of the prince of the faithful al-Musta+hir Billah, a 
young, 22-year-old caliph. Light-skinned, with a short beard and 
round face, he was a jolly and easy-going sovereign, his outbursts 
of anger brief and his threats rarely carried out. At a time when 
cruelty seemed the prime attribute of leaders, this young Arab 
caliph boasted that he had never wronged anyone. He felt genuine 
joy when he was told that the people were content, Ibn al-Athir candidly 
noted. Sensitive, refined, and of agreeable bearing, al-Mustathir 
had a taste for the arts. He was especially interested in architec- 
ture, and personally supervised the construction ofa wall ringing 
the entire quarter of his residence, the I:larim, situated east of 
Baghdad. In his ample spare time, he composed love poems: When 
I stretch out my hand to bid my beloved adieu, the ardour of my passion 
melts ice. 

Unfortunately for his subjects, this man ofgood will, to whom any 
act of tyranny was alien (as al-Qalanisi described him), had no real 
power, although he was constantly surrounded by complex cere- 
monies of veneration and the chroniclers evoke his name with 
deference. The refugees of Jerusalem, who placed their hopes in 
him, seem to have forgotten that his authority extended no fur- 
ther than the walls of his own palace and that in any case politics 
bored him. 

Nevertheless, he was the legatee of a glorious history. From 
632 to 833, across the two centuries that followed the death of 
the Prophet, his predecessors the caliphs were the spiritual and 
temporal commanders of a vast empire which, at its apogee, 
stretched from the Indus River in the east to the Pyrenees in the 
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west and even thrust towards the Rhone and Loire valleys. The 
Ybbasid dynasty, to which al-Mustathir belonged, had made 
Baghdad the fabulous city of the Thousand and One Nights. At 
the beginning of the ninth century, during the reign of his ances- 
tor Harun al-Rashid, the caliphate had been the world’s richest 
and most powerful state, its capital the centre of the planet's 
most advanced civilization. It had a thousand physicians, an enor- 
mous free hospital, a regular postal service, several banks (some 
of which had branches as far afield as China), an excellent water- 
supply system, a comprehensive sewage system, and a paper mill. 
Indeed, it was in Syria that the Occidentals, who until their ar- 
rival in the Orient used only parchment, learned the art of manu- 
facturing paper from straw. 

But in that blood-stained summer of 1099, when al-I:Iarawi 
came to tell the drwan of al-Mustathir about the fall ofJerusalem, 
this golden age was long gone. Harun al-Rashid had died in 809. 
A quarter of a century later, his successors had lost all real power, 
Baghdad was half destroyed, and the empire had disintegrated. 
All that remained was the myth ofan era of unity, grandeur, and 
prosperity that would haunt the dreams of the Arabs for ever. Al- 
though the “%bbasids were to rule in name for another four cen- 
turies, they no longer actually governed. They were no more than 
hostages in the hands of their Turkish or Persian soldiers, who 
were able to make or break sovereigns at will, often resorting to 
murder in the process. To escape that fate, most of the caliphs re- 
nounced any political activity. Cloistered in their harems, they de- 
voted themselves exclusively to the pleasures of existence, be- 
coming poets or musicians and collecting graceful perfumed fe- 
male slaves. 
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The prince of the faithful, who had long embodied the glory of 
the Arabs, now became the living symbol of their decay. Al-Mus- 
tathir, from whom the Jerusalem refugees expected a miracle, was 
the very epitome of this race of idle caliphs. Even had he wanted 
to, he would have been incapable of going to the aid of the holy 
city, for his only army was a personal guard of several hundred eu- 
nuchs, both black and white. Not that there was any lack of sol- 
diers in Baghdad. Thousands of them roamed the streets aimless- 
ly, often drunk. To protect themselves against the consequent 
depredations, the citizens had taken to blocking access to the resi- 
dential quarters every night, erecting heavy barriers of wood or 
iron. 

Of course, this pestilence in uniform, whose systematic plun- 
der had condemned the souks to ruin, did not obey the orders of 
al-Mustathir. In fact, their commander barely spoke Arabic. For 
Baghdad, like all the cities of Muslim Asia, had fallen under the 
yoke of the Seljuk Turks forty years earlier. The strong man of the 
Abbasid capital, the young sultan Barkiyaruq, a cousin of Kilij Ar- 
slan, was theoretically the suzerain of all the princes of the re- 
gion. In reality, however, each province of the Seljuk empire was 
practically independent, and the members of the ruling family 
were wholly absorbed in their own d, , astic quarrels. 

In September 1099, when al-I:Iarawi left the “bbasid capital, he 
had been unable even to meet Barkiyarug, for the sultan was 
away in northern Persia, waging a campaign against his own 
brother Mul;lammad. The struggle was going badly for Barkiyarugq, 
for in the middle of October Mul;lammad managed to take Bagh- 
dad itself. But that did not bring this absurd conflict to an end. As 
the bemused Arabs watched, having given up any attempt to un- 
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derstand, the struggle took a decidedly burlesque turn. In January 
1100 Penna See Baghdad in haste, Sa Eyer Loe Part Two 
tered the city in triumph. But not for long, for in spring he lost it 
yet again, only to return in force in April 1101, after an absence of 
one year, to crush his brother. Once more his name was pro- 
nounced in the Friday sermon in the mosques of the capital, but 
in September the situation was again reversed. Defeated by a 
coalition of two ofhis brothers, Barkiyaruq seemed out of the bat- 
tle for good. But no. Despite his defeat, he returned obstinately to 
Baghdad and took possession of it for several days, before being 
evicted once again in October. This absence, too, was brief, for in 
December an agreement restored the city to his authority. Control 
of Baghdad had changed hands eight times in thirty months: on 
average, the city had known a new master every hundred days. 
This while the Western invaders were consolidating their grip on 
the conquered territories. 

The sultans did not agree among themselves, Ibn al-Athir wrote in a 
masterpiece of understatement, and it was for this reason that the 


Franj were able to seize control o fthe country. 
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(1100 - 1128) 


Every time the Franj took one fortress, th,, would attack another. 
Their power mounted relentlessly until they occupied all of Syria and 
exiled the Muslims ofthat country. 


FAKHRAL-MULK IBN 'AMMAR 
Ruler of Tripoli 
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4 


Tripoli's Two Thousand Days 


After so many successive defeats, such great disappointment and 
humiliation, three pieces of unexpected news that reached Dam- 
ascus in the summer of 1100 aroused considerable hope, not only 
among the religious militants now grouped around the git) al- 
I:larawi, but also in the souks. Here, under the arcades of Law 
Street, seated in the shadows ofthe creeping vines, the merchants 
of raw silk, gilded brocades, damask linen, and inlaid furniture 
passed the word from one booth to the next, over the heads of 
passers-by, excitedly hailing the coming ofan auspicious day. 

The first rumour, at the beginning ofJuly, was soon confirmed: 
old Saint-Gilles, who had never concealed his designs on Tripoli, 
Homs, and all of central Syria, had suddenly left for Constantino- 
ple after a dispute with the other Frankish commanders. The 
word was that he would never return. 

A second piece of news, even more extraordinary, came at the 
end of July. In a matter of moments it spread from mosque to 
mosque, alleyway to alleyway. While he was besieging the city o fAcre, 
Godfrey, ruler o flerusalem, was struck by an arrow, which killed him, Ibn 
al-Qaliinisi relates. There was also talk that poisoned fruit had 
been offered to the Frankish chief by a Palestinian notable. Some 
believed that he had died a natural death in an epidemic. But it 
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was the version reported by the Damascene chronicler that found 
favour with the public: Godfrey was believed to have fallen under 
the blows of the defenders of Acre. Did not such a victory, coming 
a year after the fall ofJerusalem, suggest that the tide was begin- 
ning to turn? 

This impression seemed confirmed a few days later when it was 
learned that Bohemond, the most formidable of the Franj, had 
just been captured. It was Danishmend ‘the Wise’ who had best- 
ed him. Just as he had done three years earlier before the battle of 
Nicaea, the Turkish chief had encircled the Armenian city of 
Malatya. Upon hearing the news, says Ibn al-Qalanisi, Bohemond, king 
of the Franj and ruler of Antioch, assembled his men and marched out 
against the Muslim army. A reckless undertaking it was too, for to 
reach the besieged city the Frankish commander had to ride for a 
week through mountainous countryside firmly in the hands of 
the Turks. Informed of his approach, Danishmend laid an am- 
bush. Bohemond and the five hundred knights accompanying him 
were met with a barrage of arrows that rained down upon them 
in a pathway so narrow that they could not form up into ranks. 
God granted victory to the Muslims, who killed a great number of Franj. 
Bohemond and several of his companions were captured. ‘They were led 
in chains to Niksar, in northern Anatolia. 

The successive elimination of Saint-Gilles, Godfrey, and Bohe- 
mond, the three principal architects of the Frankish invasion, 
seemed to everyone a sign from heaven. Those who had been 
amazed by the apparent invincibility of the Occidentals took 
heart. Was it not the moment to deal them a decisive blow? One 
man, in any event, longed to do so, and that was Dugaq. 

Let there be no mistake: the young king of Damascus was no 
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zealous defender of Islam. Had he not amply demonstrated, dur- 
ing the battle of Antioch, that he was prepared to betray his own 
people to further his local ambitions? Moreover, it was not until 
the spring of 1100 that the Seljuk suddenly found it necessary to 
wage a holy war against the infidels. One of his vassals, a bedouin 
chief from the Golan Heights, had complained of repeated incur- 
sions by Franj from Jerusalem, who were pillaging harvests and 
pilfering livestock, and Duqaq decided to intimidate them. One 
day in May, as Godfrey and his right-hand man Tancred, a nephew 
of Bohemond, were returning with their men from a particularly 
fruitful raid, they were attacked by the army of Damascus. 
Weighed down by their booty, the Franj were unable to fight back. 
Instead they fled, leaving several dead behind. Tancred himself 
barely escaped. 

In revenge, he organized a reprisal raid on the outskirts of the 
Syrian metropolis itself. Orchards were devastated, villages plun- 
dered and burned. Taken unawares by the scope and rapidity of 
the riposte, Dugaq did not dare intervene. With his customary 
versatility, and now bitterly regretting his Golan operation, he 
even proposed to pay Tancred a tidy sum if he would agree to 
withdraw his men. This offer only hardened the determination of 
the Frankish prince. Believing, quite logically, that the king was 
now at bay, he sent him a six-man delegation, which called upon 
him to convert to Christianity or hand over Damascus. Nothing 
less. Offended by the arrogance of this demand, the Seijuk or- 
dered the arrest of the emissaries. Spluttering with rage, he in 
turn enjoined them to embrace Islam. One of them agreed. The 
other five were immediately beheaded. 

As soon as he heard the news, Godfrey rushed to join Tancred. 
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With all the men at their command, they threw themselves into 
ten days of systematic destruction of the environs of the Syrian 
metropolis. The rich plain of Ghiita, which rings Damascus as a halo 
rings the moon, as Ibn Jubayr put it, became a scene of desolation. 
Dugagq did not budge. Barricaded in his palace in Damascus, he 
waited for the storm to pass-especially since his Golan vassal 
had now rejected his suzerainty and would henceforth pay his an- 
nual tribute to the masters ofJerusalem. Even more serious, the 
people of the Syrian metropolis were beginning to complain 
about their leaders’ inability to protect the city. They grumbled 
about all the Turkish soldiers who strutted like peacocks through 
the souks but disappeared the moment an enemy appeared at the 
city gates. Duqaq now had a single obsession: he wanted revenge, 
and as quickly as possible, if only to rehabilitate himself in the 
eyes of his own subjects. 

In these circumstances, one may well imagine the Seljuk’s im- 
mense joy at hearing of the death of Godfrey, although three 


months earlier he would hardly have cared less. The capture of 


Bohemond just a few days later emboldened him to undertake 
some spectacular action. 

His opportunity came in October. When Godfrey was killed, writes 
Ibn al-Qalanisi, his brother Count Baldwin, master of Edessa, set out for 
Jerusalem with five hundred knights and foot-soldiers. At the news of his 
passage, Dugag assembled his troops and marched out against him. He met 
him near the coastal locality of Beirut. Baldwin was visibly striving to 
succeed Godfrey. He was a knight known for his brutality and lack 
of scruples, as the murder of his ‘adoptive parents’ in Edessa had 
shown. But he was also a courageous and crafty warrior whose 
presence in Jerusalem would constitute a permanent threat to 
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Damascus and indeed to all of Muslim Syria. To kill or capture 
him at this critical moment would leave the invading army leader- 
less and challenge the very presence of the Franj in the Orient. If 
the date ofthe attack was well chosen, the site was no less ideal. 

Baldwin was moving down from the north, along the Mediter- 
ranean coast, and was expected to reach Beirut around 24 Octo- 
ber. Before that, he would have to cross Nahr al-Kalb, the old Fa- 
timid frontier. Near the mouth of the River of the Dog the route 
narrowed, skirting cliffs and steep hills. An ideal spot for an am- 
bush, it was here that Dugaq had decided to wait for the Franj, 
deploying his men in the grottoes and wooded slopes. His scouts 
supplied regular reports of the enemy's advance. 

Nahr al-Kalb had been the bane of conquerors since remote an- 
tiquity. Whenever one of them managed to get through the pass 
unscathed, his pride would be such that he would chisel an ac- 
count of his exploit into the walls of the cliff. Vestiges of several 
of these boasts could still be admired back in Dugaq's time, from 
the hieroglyphs of the Pharaoh Ramses II and cuneiform charac- 
ters of the Babylonian Nebuchadnezzar to the Latin eulogies that 
Septimius Severus, the Roman emperor of Syrian origin, had ad- 
dressed to his valiant Gallic legionnaires. But apart from the 
handful of victors, how many warriors had seen their dreams 
shattered without trace on these rocks! The king of Damascus 
had no doubt whatever that ‘the accursed Baldwin’ would soon be 
added to that cohort of the vanquished. Dugaq had every reason 
for optimism. His troops outnumbered those of the Frankish 
commander by six or seven to one, and most important ofall, the 
element of surprise was on his side. He would not only avenge 
the affront he had suffered, but would resume his pre-eminent 
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place among the princes of Syria. Once again he would exercise 
the authority that had been undermined by the irruption of the 
Franj. 

No one was more aware of the stakes of the battle than the new 
ruler of Tripoli, the gadi Fakhr al-Mulk, who had succeeded his 
brother Jalal al-Mulk one year earlier. He had more than one rea- 
son to fear Baldwin’s defeat, for the ruler of Damascus had covet- 
ed his city even before the arrival of the Occidentals, and if Duqaq 
was able to portray himself as the champion of Islam and the lib- 
erator of Syrian land, it would then be necessary to recognize his 
suzerainty and submit to his whims. 

Fakhr al-Mulk was bothered by no scruples in seeking to avert 
this. When he learned that Baldwin was approaching Tripoli on 
his way to Beirut and then Jerusalem, he had wine, honey, bread, 
and meat sent to him, as well as lavish gifts of gold and silver. He 
also dispatched a messenger who insisted on seeing Baldwin in 
private and informed him of the ambush planned by Duqagq. He 
provided him with much detailed information about the disposi- 
tion of the Damascene troops and offered him advice as to the 
best tactics for countering the ambush. The Frankish chief 
thanked the qadi for his collaboration, as precious as it was unex- 
pected, and then set out again for Nahr al-Kalb. 

The unsuspecting Dugaq was preparing to swoop down upon 
the Franj as soon as they had entered the narrow coastal strip that 
his archers were keeping in their sights. In fact, the Franj made 
their appearance on the side adjacent to the town of Juniya and 
advanced with apparent nonchalance. A few more steps and they 
would be caught in the trap. But suddenly they halted, and then 
slowly began to retreat. Nothing had yet been decided, but Duqaq 
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was disconcerted when he saw the enemy avoid his trap. Ha- 
rassed by his emirs, he finally ordered his archers to unleash a 
few salvoes of arrows, but without daring to send his cavalry 
against the Franj. As night fell, the morale of the Muslim troops 
sank. Arabs and Turks hurled mutual accusations of cowardice 
and scuffles broke out. The next morning, after a brief confronta- 
tion, the Damascene troops withdrew to the Lebanese mountains, 
while the Franj calmly continued on their way to Palestine. 

The gadi of Tripoli had deliberately decided to save Baldwin, be- 
lieving that the main threat to his city came from Duqaq, who 
had himself acted in just this way against Karbuga two years be- 
fore. At the decisive moment, each of them felt that the Frankish 
presence was the lesser evil. But the evil was to spread swiftly. 
Three weeks after the abortive ambush of Nahr al-Kalb, Baldwin 
proclaimed himself king of Jerusalem and initiated a programme 
of organization and conquest designed to consolidate the gains of 
the invasion. Nearly a century later, when Ibn al-Athir tried to 
comprehend what had induced the Franj to come to the East, he 
attributed the initiative to King Baldwin, ‘al-Bardawil’, whom he 
considered a sort of commander of the Occident. He was not far 
wrong, for although this knight was only one of the many leaders 
responsible for the invasion, the Mosul historian was correct in 
calling him the principal architect of the occupation. Given the in- 
corrigible fragmentation of the Arab world, the Frankish states— 
with their determination, warlike qualities, and relative solidarity 
—appeared as a genuine regional power. 

The Muslims nevertheless still held a powerful trump card: the 
extreme numerical weakness of their enemies. Most of the Franj 
had headed back to their own countries after the fall of Jerusalem. 
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When he acceded to the throne, Baldwin could count on no more 
than several hundred knights. This apparent weakness was elimi- 
nated, however, when it was learned in the spring of 1101 that 
new Frankish armies far more numerous than any of those yet 
seen were being assembled in Constantinople. 

The first to become alarmed were Kilij Arslan and Danish- 
mend, who had not forgotten the previous passage of the Franj 
through Asia Minor. They immediately decided to unite their 
forces in an attempt to bar the route of the new invasion. The 
Turks no longer dared to venture into the vicinity of Nicaea and 
Dorylaeum, now firmly in the hands of the Rum. They preferred 
to attempt a new ambush much further away, in south-eastern 
Anatolia. Kilij Arslan, who had gained in age and experience, had 
all the water sources poisoned along the route that had been tak- 
en by the previous expedition. 

In May 1101 the sultan learned that nearly a hundred thousand 
men had crossed the Bosporus under the command of Saint- 
Gilles, who had been living in Byzantium for the past year. He 
tried to follow their movements step by step in order to decide 
when to surprise them. Their first port of call was thought to be 
Nicaea. But curiously, the scouts posted near the sultan’s former 
capital saw no sign of their arrival. No news about them was 
heard from the Sea of Marmara, nor even from Constantinople. 
Kilij Arslan got word of them only at the end of June, when they 
suddenly appeared before the walls of another of his cities, 
Ankara, in the middle of Anatolia, right in Turkish territory, a 
place where no one had ever expected an attack. The Franj took 
the city even before Kilij Arslan could arrive. Kilij Arslan felt that 
he had been transported four years back in time, to the fall of 
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Nicaea. But this was not the time for lamentation, for the Occi- 
dentals were now threatening the very heart of his domain. He 
decided to lay an ambush for them as soon as they left Ankara to 
resume their march south. This turned out to be a further mis- 
take. Turning their backs on Syria, the invaders resolutely headed 
north-east, toward Niksar, the powerful citadel in which Danish- 
mend was holding Bohemond. So that was it! The Franj were try- 
ing to rescue the former ruler of Antioch! 

With disbelief, the sultan and his allies began to understand 
the curious itinerary of the invaders. In one sense they felt reas- 
sured, for they could now choose the site of the ambush. They 
settled on the village of Merzifun, which the Occidentals, stupe- 
fied by the leaden sun, reached early in August. Their army was 
hardly impressive. A few hundred knights advanced heavily, 
weighed down by their burning armour; behind them came a mot- 
ley crowd including more women and children than genuine 
fighters. The Franj gave way as soon as the first wave of Turkish 
cavalry swooped down. It was not a battle, but a slaughter, which 
continued the entire day. As night fell, Saint-Gilles fled with his 
aides, without even informing the bulk of the army. The survivors 
were finished off the next day. Thousands of young women were 
captured and would stock the harems of Asia. 

Barely was the Merzifun massacre over when messengers ar- 
rived to warn Kilij Arslan: a fresh Frankish expedition was already 
advancing through Asia Minor. This time there was nothing un- 
usual about their itinerary. The warriors of the cross had taken 
the southern route, and not until they had been on the road for 
several days did they realize their mistake. At the end of August, 
when the sultan arrived with his cavalry, the Franj were racked by 
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thirst, already in their death agony. They were decimated without 
offering any resistance. 

It was not over yet. Just one week later, a third Frankish expedi- 
tion followed the second, along the same route. Knights, foot-sol- 
diers, women, and children arrived, in a state of almost complete 
dehydration, near the city of Heraclea. When they glimpsed a glis- 
tening body of water, they hurled themselves toward it in com- 
plete disarray. Kilij Arslan was waiting for them on the banks. 

The Franj never fully recovered from this triple massacre. Given 
their expansionist objectives during these decisive years, such a 
large number of new arrivals, whether combatants or not, would 
likely have enabled them to colonize the entire Arab East before 
the region had time to pull itself together. Yet it was precisely the 
shortage of men caused by their losses that was responsible for 
the most lasting and spectacular achievement of the Franj in Arab 
lands: the construction of fortresses. To mitigate their numerical 
weakness they built fortresses which were so well protected that 
a handful of defenders could hold offa multitude of attackers. De- 
spite the handicap of numbers, however, for many years the Franj 
commanded a weapon even more formidable than their fortress- 
es, and that was the torpor of the Arab world. There is no better 
illustration of this state of affairs than Ibn al-Athi:r's description 
of the extraordinary battle that unfolded before Tripoli at the be- 
ginning of April 1102. 


Saint-Gilles, may God curse his name, returned to Syria af- 
ter having been crushed by Kilij Arslan. He had only three 
hundred men left. Fakhr al-Mulk, the lord of Tripoli, sent 
word to King Duqaq and to the governor of Homs: ‘Now is 
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the time to finish off Saint-Gilles for ever, for he has so few 
troops!’ Duqaq dispatched two thousand men, and the gover- 
nor of Homs came in person. The troops of Tripoli joined 
them before the gates of the city, and together they marched 
into battle against Saint-Gilles. The latter threw a hundred of 
his soldiers against the Tripolitanians, a hundred against the 
Damascenes, and fifty against the troops of Homs; he kept 
fifty behind with him. At the mere sight of the enemy, the 
troops of Homs fled, and the Damascenes soon followed. 
Only the Tripolitanians held their ground, and when he saw 
this, Saint-Gilles attacked them with his two hundred other 
soldiers, defeating them and killing seven thousand of them. 


Three hundred Franj triumphing over several thousand Mus- 
lims¢ But the unlikely account of the Arab historian seems to 
match the facts. The most probable explanation is that Duqaq 
wanted to make the q#f of Tripoli pay for the attitude he had tak- 
en during the Nahr al-Kalb ambush. At that time, Fakhr al-Mulk's 
betrayal had prevented the elimination of the founder ofthe King- 
dom of Jerusalem. The revenge of the king of Damascus was to 
permit the creation of a fourth Frankish state: the county of 
Tripoli. 

Six weeks after this humiliating defeat came a fresh demonstra- 
tion of the negligence of the region's leaders, who despite their 
numerical superiority proved incapable of taking advantage of vic- 
tory even on the occasions when they triumphed. 

The scene unfolded in May 1102. An Egyptian army of nearly 
twenty thousand men, commanded by Sharaf, son of the vizier al- 
Afiial, arrived in Palestine and managed to take Baldwin's troops 
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by surprise in Ramlah, near the port of Jaffa. The king himself 
barely avoided capture by hiding flat on his stomach among the 
reeds. Most of his knights were killed or captured. The Cairene 
army could perfectly well have retaken Jerusalem that same day, 
for as Ibn al-Athir would later note, the town was undefended 


and the Frankish king in flight. 


Some of Sharaf's men said to him: ‘Let us take the holy 
city!’ Others said: ‘Let us instead take Jaffa!’ Sharaf could not 
make up his mind. While he hesitated, the Franj received re- 
inforcements by sea, and Sharaf had to return to his father’s 
home in Egypt. 


Realizing that he had come within a hair's breadth of victory, 
the ruler of Cairo decided to launch a fresh offensive the follow- 
ing year, and another the year after that. But some unforeseen 
event robbed him ofvictory at each attempt. On one occasion the 
Egyptian fleet fell out with the land army. On another, the com- 
mander of the expedition was accidentally killed, and his death 
sowed disarray among the troops. He was a courageous general, 
but very superstitious, Ibn al-Athir tells us. It had been predicted 
that he would die as the result ofa fall from his horse, and when he was 
named governor of Beirut, he ordered all paving-stones removed from the 
streets, for fear that his mount might stumble. But prudence is no protec- 
tion againstfate. During the battle, his horse reared without having 
been attacked, and the general fell dead among his troops. 

Bad luck, want of imagination, lack of courage: every one of al- 
Afi;lal's successive expeditions ended unhappily. In the meantime, 
the Franj were steadily continuing their conquest of Palestine. 

In May 1104, after taking Haifa and Jaffa, they attacked the port 
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of Acre, whose well-protected natural harbour made it the only 
place where ships could moor winter and summer alike. Despair- 
ing of receiving any assistance, the Egyptian king asked that his life and 
those of the people of the city be saved, writes Ibn al-Qalanisi. Baldwin 
promised that they would not be harmed. But the moment the 
Muslims exited from the city carrying their property, the Franj at- 
tacked, plundering them and killing many. AI-Afijlal swore that he 
would redress this new humiliation. He sent powerful armies 
against the Franj year after year, but each one met with some 
fresh disaster. The lost opportunity of Ramlah in May 1102 was 
never again on offer. 


The negligence of the Muslim emirs also saved the Franj from an- 
nihilation in the north. The principality that Bohemond had 
founded in Antioch remained leaderless (and practically without 
an army) for seven months after his capture in August 1100, but 
none of the neighbouring monarchs-neither Ri<jwan, nor Kilij 
Arslan, nor Danishmend-dreamed of taking advantage of the sit- 
uation. They allowed the Franj the time to select a new regent for 
Antioch, Bohemond's nephew Tancred as it happened. He took 
possession of his fiefdom in March 1102, and in an effort to as- 
sert his presence, set to ravaging the environs of Aleppo as he had 
those of Damascus the year before. Ri<;lwan's reaction was even 
more cowardly than that of his brother Dugag. He sent word to 
Tancred that he was prepared to satisfy his every whim if he 
would only leave him in peace. More arrogant than ever, the Franj 
demanded that an enormous cross be placed on the minaret of 
the great mosque at Aleppo. Ri<jJwan did so. It was a humiliation 
which, as we shall see, was not without sequel. 
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In the spring of 1103 Danishmend, who was by no means un- 
aware Of Bohemond's ambitions, nevertheless decided to release 
him without any political recompense. He demanded of him a 
ransom of a hundred thousand dinars and the release of the 
daughter of Yaghi-Siyan, the former master of Antioch, who was 
then being held captive.’ Ibn al-Athir was scandalized. 


Once out of prison, Bohemond returned to Antioch. His 
people took heart, and before long he had recovered the ran- 
som from the people of the neighbouring towns. Thus did 
the Muslims suffer such harm as caused them to forget the 
boon of the capture of Bohemond. 


After thus ‘reimbursing’ himself at the expense of the local 
population, the Frankish prince set about enlarging his domain. 
In the spring of 1104 a joint operation by the Franj of Antioch 
and Edessa was launched against the stronghold of I:Iarran, which 
overlooks the vast plain stretching to the edge of the Euphrates 
and in practice controls communications between Iraq and north- 
em Syria. 

The city itself was of no great interest. Ibn Jubayr, who visited 
it several years after these events, described it in particularly de- 
pressing terms. 


Water is never cool in I:Jarran; intense heat, like a furnace, 
scorches its territory relentlessly. Here one finds no shaded 
corner for a siesta; one breathes in oppressive gasps. I:Iarran 
gives the impression of having been abandoned on the bare 
plain. It lacks the brilliance ofa city, and no trace of elegance 
adorns its environs. 
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Its strategic value was considerable, however. If the Franj took 
I:Iarran, they would be able to advance towards Mosul and even 
Baghdad itself. In the short run, its fall would mean the encir- 
clement of the Kingdom of Aleppo. Admittedly, these were ambi- 
tious objectives, but the invaders did not lack daring-especially 
since the divisions of the Arab world encouraged their undertak- 
ings. The murderous struggle between the two enemy brothers 
Barkiyarug and Mul).ammad was once more in full swing, Bagh- 
dad passing from one Seljuk sultan to the other. In Mosul the 
atabeg Karbuga had just died, and his successor, the Turkish emir 
Jekermish, had not yet managed to assert his authority. 

The situation was chaotic in I:Iarran itself. The governor had 
been assassinated by one of his officers during a bout of heavy 
drinking, and the city was mired in blood and fire. It was then that 
the Franj marched on Ijarran, \bn al-Athir explains. When Jekermish, 
the new ruler of Mosul, and his neighbour Sokman, the former 
governor ofJerusalem, learned of this, they were at war with each 
other. 


Sokman was trying to avenge one of his nephews who had 
been killed by Jekermish, and both were preparing for the 
confrontation. But in the face of this new event, they called 
upon each other to unite their forces to save the situation in 
I:Jarran, each stating his willingness to offer his life to God 
and to seek only the glory of the Almighty. They united, 
sealed their alliance, and set out against the Franj, Sokman 
with seven thousand horsemen and Jekermish with three 
thousand. 
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The two allies met the enemy in May 1104 on the banks of the 
River Balikh, a tributary of the Euphrates. The Muslims pretend- 
ed to flee, allowing the Franj to pursue them for more than an 
hour. Then, on a signal from their emirs, they spun around, encir- 
cling their pursuers and cutting them to pieces. 


Bohemond and Tancred split away from the bulk of their 
troops and hid behind a hill, from which they hoped to as- 
sault the Muslims from behind. But when they saw that their 
troops were defeated, they decided to stay where they were. 
They waited there until nightfall and then fled, pursued by 
the Muslims, who killed and captured a good number of their 
companions. They themselves escaped, along with six 


knights. 


Among the Frankish chiefs participating in the battle of LJarran 
was Baldwin I, a cousin of the king of Jerusalem who had suc- 
ceeded him at the head ofthe county of Edessa. He, too, tried to 
flee, but his mount slipped in the mud while he was fording the 
Balikh. The soldiers of Sokman took him prisoner and led him to 
the tent of their master. According to the account of Ibn al-Athir, 
this aroused the jealousy of their allies. 


Jekermish's men said to him: 'What will we look like if the 
others take all the booty and we sit here empty-handed?’ And 
they persuaded him to seek out the count in Sokman’s tent. 
When the latter returned, he seemed deeply moved. His 
companions were already in the saddle, prepared for battle, 
but he restrained them, saying: "The joy our victory has 
aroused among the Muslims must not be spoiled by our dis- 


106 of 405 


The Crusades Through Arab Eyes (Saqi Essentials) 


pute. I do not want to soothe my anger by granting satisfac- 
tion to the enemy at the expense of the Muslims. He then 
assembled all the weapons and banners he had taken from 
the Franj, dressed his men in their clothing, ordered them to 
mount up, and then headed for the fortresses held by the 
Franj. It was their custom, whenever they saw their compan- 
ions returning victorious, to rush out to meet them. They did 
so this time too, and Sokman massacred them and seized the 
fortress. He repeated this stratagem in several places. 


The victory of I:larran had profound repercussions, as Ibn al- 
Qalanisi's unusually enthusiastic tone testifies. 


For the Muslims it was an unequalled triumph. The morale 
of the Franj was deeply affected, their numbers were re- 
duced, their offensive capacity undermined, and their arsenal 
depleted. The morale ofthe Muslims rose, their ardour in de- 
fence of their religion was enhanced. People congratulated 
one another on this victory, feeling certain that success had 
forsaken the Franj. 


One Franj-and not one of the less important either-was in- 
deed demoralized by his defeat, and that was Bohemond. A few 
months later he sailed away, never again to set foot on Arab land. 

The battle of I:Iarran thus removed from the scene the inva- 
sion's principal architect, this time for good. More important, it 
halted the Franj drive to the east for ever. The victors, however, 
like the Egyptians in 1102, proved unable to reap the fruit of their 
success. Instead of advancing together against Edessa, only two 
days’ march from the battlefield, they separated in a fresh out- 
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break of their dispute. Although Sokman’s trick had enabled him 
to seize a few relatively unimportant fortresses, Jekermish was 
soon taken by surprise by Tancred, who managed to capture sev- 
eral leading members of his entourage. Among them was a young 
princess of rare beauty; the ruler of Mosul was so enamoured of 
her that he sent word to Bohemond and Tancred that he was pre- 
pared either to exchange her for Baldwin II of Edessa or to buy 
her back for fifteen thousand gold dinars. Uncle and nephew con- 
sulted and then informed Jekermish that, on balance, they pre- 
ferred to take the money and to leave their companion in captivity 
-where he remained for another three years. It is not known 
how the emir felt about this less than chivalrous response from 
the Frankish chiefs. He nevertheless paid them the agreed sum, 
recovered his princess, and kept Baldwin. 

But the affair was not over yet. Indeed, it was ultimately to give 
rise to one of the most curious episodes of the Frankish wars. 

The scene occurred four years later, at the beginning of October 
1108, in a field of plum trees where the last of the dark fruit was 
ripening. The surrounding lightly wooded hills seemed to stretch 
out endlessly. On one of them rose the majestic ramparts of Tel 
Bashir, alongside which the two opposing armies offered an un- 
usual spectacle. 

In one camp stood Tancred of Antioch, ringed by fifteen hun- 
dred Frankish knights and foot-soldiers wearing cervellieres that 
covered head and nose, firmly gripping their swords, maces, and 
sharpened battleaxes. Alongside them stood six hundred long- 
haired Turkish cavalry sent from Aleppo by Rigwan. 

In the other camp stood Jawali, the emir of Mosul, his coat of 
mail covered by a flowing robe with brocade sleeves. His army 
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was composed of two thousand men divided into three battalions: 
Arabs on the left, Turks on the right, and in the centre Frankish 
knights, among them Baldwin of Edessa and his cousin Joscelin, 
master of Tel Bashir. 

Could the participants in the titanic battle of Antioch possibly 
have believed that, a mere ten years later, a governor of Mosul, 
successor Of the atabeg Karbuga, would make an alliance with a 
Frankish count of Edessa and that the two would fight side by 
side against a coalition made up ofa Frankish prince of Antioch 
and the Seljuk king of Aleppo? It had decidedly not taken the 
Franj long to become full partners in the murderous game of the 
Muslim petty kings. The chroniclers do not seem in the least as- 
tonished. The hint of an amused grin may just be detected in Ibn 
al-Athir, but he mentions the quarrels and alliances of the Franj 
without any change in tone, just as he speaks, throughout his Per- 


fect History, of the innumerable conflicts among the Muslim 


princes. The Arab historian explains that while Baldwin was be- 
ing held prisoner in Mosul, Tancred took Edessa, which suggests 
that he was not all that eager for his companion to recover his 
freedom. In fact, he had intrigued with Jekermish to have him 
held as long as possible. 

In 1107, however, this emir was overthrown, and the count 
now fell into the hands of the new master of Mosul, Jawali, a 
Turkish adventurer of remarkable intelligence, who immediately 
understood the advantage he could draw from the dispute be- 
tween the two Frankish chiefs. He therefore freed Baldwin, of- 
fered him vestments of honour, and concluded an alliance with 
him. ‘Your Edessa fiefdom is threatened, he told him in sub- 
stance, ‘and my position in Mosul is scarcely secure. Let us aid 
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one another.’ 


As soon as he was released, Ibn al-Athfr relates, Count Bald- 
win (‘al-Comes Bardawil') went to see "Tankri’ in Antioch 
and asked him to restore Edessa to him. Tancred offered him 
thirty thousand dinars, horses, arms, clothing, and many oth- 
er things, but refused to restore the city to him. When Bald- 
win left Antioch, in a fury, Tancred tried to follow him to pre- 
vent him from uniting with his ally Jawali. There were a 
number of clashes between them, but after each battle they 
came together again to eat and chat! 


These Franj are crazy, the Mosul historian seems to be saying. 
And he continues: 


Since they had not succeeded in settling this problem, an 
attempt at mediation was made by the patriarch, who is a 
sort of imam for them. He appointed a commission of bishops 
and priests, who testified that before returning to his home 
country, Bohemond, the uncle of Tancred, had advised Tan- 
cred to restore Edessa to Baldwin if he were released from 
captivity. The master of Antioch accepted the arbitration and 
the count again took possession ofhis domain. 


Believing that his victory was due less to Tancred's goodwill 
than to his fear of intervention by Jawali, Baldwin quickly re- 
leased all the Muslim prisoners in his territory, going so far as to 
execute one of his Christian functionaries, who had publicly in- 
sulted Islam. 

Tancred was not the only leader exasperated by the curious al- 
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liance between the count and the emir. King Riclwan of Aleppo 
wrote to the master of Antioch to warn him against the ambitions 
and perfidy ofJawali. He told him that the emir coveted Aleppo, 
and that if he succeeded in taking it, the Franj would be unable to 
maintain their positions in Syria. The Seljuk king's concern for 
the security of the Franj seems somewhat ludicrous, but among 
princes understanding is always possible, regardless of religious 
or cultural barriers. A new Islamo-Frankish coalition was there- 
fore formed to counter the earlier one. Thus it was that in Octo- 
ber 1108 these two armies stood opposite one another near the 
ramparts of Tel Bashir. 

The men of Antioch and Aleppo soon gained the advantage. 
Jawali fled, and a large number of Muslims sought refuge in Ta Bashir, 
where Baldwin and his cousin Joscelin treated them with kindness; they 
cared for the wounded, gave them clothing, and led them home. The Arab 
historian's tribute to Baldwin's chivalrous spirit stands in sharp 
contrast to the opinion the Christian inhabitants of Edessa had 
formed of the count. Upon learning that he had been defeated, 
and presumably believing him dead, the Armenians of the city 
thought that the time had come to rid themselves of Frankish 
domination. On his return, Baldwin found the city being adminis- 
tered by a kind of commune. Uneasy at his subjects’ desire for in- 
dependence, he had the principal notables arrested, among them 
several priests, and ordered their eyes put out. 

His ally Jawali would dearly have liked to take similar action 
against the notables of Mosul, who had likewise taken advantage 
of his absence to revolt. But he had to forgo the urge, for his de- 
feat had discredited him too thoroughly. His subsequent fate was 
unenviable. He lost his fief, his army, and his treasure, and the 
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sultan Mu}:iammad put a price on his head. But Jawali did not ad- 
mit defeat. He disguised himself as a merchant, travelled to the 
palace of Isfahan, and threw himself suddenly and humbly before 
the throne of the sultan, holding his own shroud in his hands. 
Mu}iammad was touched, and agreed to pardon him. Some time 
later, he named him governor ofa province in Persia. 

As for Tancred, his victory of 1108 brought him to the apogee 
of his glory. The principality of Antioch became a regional power 
feared by all its neighbours, be they Turk, Arab, Armenian, or 
Frank. King Ridwan was now no more than a cringing vassal. The 
nephew of Bohemond dubbed himself 'the grand emir'! 

Just a few weeks after the battle of Tel Bashir, which sanctioned 
the presence of the Franj in northern Syria, it was the tum of the 
Kingdom of Damascus to sign an armistice with Jerusalem. Under 
the terms of the agreement, the revenue from the agricultural 
lands lying between the two capitals would be split in three, one 
third for the Turks, one thirdfor the Franj, and one third for the peasants, 
notes Ibn al-Qalanisi. A protocol was drafted on that basis. Several 
months later, the Syrian metropolis signed a new treaty acknowl- 
edging the loss of an even more important zone: the rich plain of 
Bekaa, east of the Lebanese mountains, was in tum divided with 
the kingdom ofJerusalem. In fact, the Damascenes were reduced 
to impotence. Their harvests were at the mercy of the Franj, and 
their trade passed through the port of Acre, now ruled by Ge- 
noese merchants. In southern and northern Syria alike, the Frank- 
ish occupation was a daily reality. 

But the Franj did not stop there. In 1108 they stood on the eve 
of the most sweeping territorial expansion they had attempted 
since the fall ofJerusalem. All the great coastal cities were threat- 
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ened, and the local potentates had neither the strength nor the 
will to defend them. 


The initial target was Tripoli. Saint-Gilles had camped on the out- 
skirts of the city back in 1103, and had ordered the construction 
of a fortress which the citizens still knew by his name. The well- 
preserved ‘Qal'at Saint-Gilles' is still visible in the twentieth cen- 
tury, in the centre of the modem city of Tripoli. At the time of the 
arrival of the Franj, however, the city extended no further than 
the Mina’ quarter, the port, which lay at the end ofa peninsula ac- 
cess to which was controlled by this famous fortress. No caravan 
could reach or leave Tripoli without being intercepted by Saint- 
Gilles's men. 

The gar Fakhr al-Mulk wanted at all costs to destroy this 
citadel, which threatened to strangle his capital. Night after night 
his soldiers attempted daring raids, stabbing a guard or damaging 
a wall under construction, but it was in September 1104 that the 
most spectacular operation was mounted. The entire garrison of 
Tripoli effected a sortie en masse, led by the gar himself. Several 
Frankish warriors were massacred and a wing of the fortress was 
burned. Saint-Gilles himself was caught by surprise atop one of 
the flaming roofs. Suffering from severe bums, he died five 
months later, in terrible agony. As he lay dying, he asked to see 
emissaries from Fakhr al-Mulk and proposed a deal: the Tripolita- 
nians would stop their assault on the citadel, and in exchange the 
Frankish chief would promise never again to interfere with the 
flow of travellers and goods. The q#f agreed. 

It was a strange compromise. Is not the aim ofa siege precisely 
to prevent the circulation of people and foodstuff? And yet, one 


113 of 405 


Maalouf, Amin 


has the impression that besiegers and besieged had established 
something approaching normal relations. The port of Tripoli sud- 
denly enjoyed a spurt of activity, as caravans came and went after 
paying a tax to the Franj, and Tripolitanian notables crossed ene- 
my lines with safe-conduct passes. In fact, however, the belliger- 
ents were simply waiting each other out. The Franj anticipated 
the arrival of a Christian fleet, from Genoa or Constantinople, 
which would enable them to assault the besieged city. The Tripoli- 
tanians, not unaware of this, were expecting a Muslim army to 
speed to their rescue. The most effective support should logically 
have come from Egypt, for the Fatimid caliphate was a great mar- 
itime power whose intervention would suffice to discourage the 
Franj. But once again, relations between the lords of Tripoli and 
Cairo were disastrous. Al-Afc;lal's father had been a slave in the 
ga<ifs household, and it seems that he had been on very bad 
terms with his masters. The vizier had never concealed his ran- 
cour and his desire to humiliate Fakhr al-Mulk, who for his part 
would have preferred to abandon his city to Saint-Gilles rather 
than place his fate in the hands of al-Afcjlal. The qa<ff could rely on 
no ally in Syria either. He had to seek help elsewhere. 

When news of the Barran victory reached him in June 1104, he 
immediately dispatched a message to the emir Sokman begging 
him to complete his triumph by driving the Franj from Tripoli. He 
sweetened his request with a gift of a great quantity of gold, and 
also promised to cover all the expedition's expenses. The victor of 
Barran was tempted. Assembling a powerful army, he set out for 
Syria. But when he was less than four days’ march from Tripoli, 
he was halted by an attack of angina. His troops dispersed. The 
morale of the qa<ff and his subjects collapsed. 
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Nevertheless, in 1105 a ray of hope appeared. Sultan Barki- 
yarug had just died of tuberculosis, which put an end to the inter- 
minable fratricidal warfare that had paralysed the Seljuk empire 
since the beginning of the Frankish invasion. Henceforth Iraq, 
Syria, and western Persia were supposed to have but a single mas- 
ter, ‘the sultan, saviour of the world and of religion, Mul).ammad 
Ibn Malikshah’. This 24-year-old Seljuk sultan's title was taken 
literally by the Tripolitanians. Fakhr al-Mulk sent the sultan mes- 
sage after message, and received endless promises in return. But 
there was no sign of any rescuing army. 

In the meantime, the blockade of the city was tightened. Saint- 
Gilles was replaced by one of his cousins, ‘al-Cerdani, the count 
of Cerdagne, who stepped up the pressure on the besieged. It was 
increasingly difficult to get food through overland. The prices of 
foodstuffs within the city spiralled dizzyingly: a pound of dates 
was sold for a gold dinar, a coin that would normally suffice to 
feed an entire family for several weeks. Many citizens sought to 
emigrate to Tyre, Homs, or Damascus. Hunger led to betrayals. 
One day some Tripolitanian notables sought out al-Cerdani and, 
in exchange for his favours, revealed how the city was still manag- 
ing to receive some provisions. Fakhr al-Mulk then offered his ad- 
versary a fabulous sum if he would deliver the traitors. But the 
count refused. The next morning the notables were found inside 
the enemy camp itself; their throats had been cut. 

Despite this exploit, the situation in Tripoli continued to dete- 
riorate. There was still no sign of rescue, and persistent rumours 
suggested the imminent approach ofa Frankish fleet. In despair, 
Fakhr al-Mulk decided to go in person to Baghdad to plead his 
cause before the sultan Mul).ammad and the caliph al-Must hir 
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Billah. In his absence, one of his cousins was entrusted with the 
interim government of the city, and the troops were given six 
months pay in advance. A large escort had been prepared, five 
hundred cavalry and foot-soldiers, plus many servants bearing 
gifts of every description: engraved swords, thoroughbred horses, 
brocaded robes of honour, as well as various products of the gold- 
smiths craft, Tripoli's speciality. Thus it was that towards the end 
of March 1108 Fakhr al-Mulk left the city with his long cortege. 
He left Tripoli by land, reports Ibn al-Qalanisi unambiguously, the 
only chronicler who actually lived through these events, thus sug- 
gesting that the qa4f obtained permission from the Franj to pass 
through their lines in order to go and preach holy war against 
them! Given the curious relations between the besiegers and the 
besieged, that is not impossible. But it seems more plausible that 
the qadf reached Beirut by boat and only then took the land route. 

However that may be, Fakhr al-Mulk stopped first in Damas- 
cus. The ruler of Tripoli had a marked aversion for Duqagq, but the 
inept Seljuk king had died some time earlier, probably poisoned, 
and the city was now in the hands of his tutor, the atabeg Tughti- 
gin, a lame former slave whose ambiguous relations with the 
Franj were to dominate the Syrian political scene for more than 
twenty years. Ambitious, wily, and unscrupulous, this Turkish of- 
ficer, like Fakhr al-Mulk himself, was a mature and realistic man. 
In contrast with the vindictive stance adopted by Dugagq, Tughti- 
gin received the master of Tripoli warmly, held a great banquet in 
his honour, and even invited him to his own private bath. The 
qa4f appreciated these attentions, but preferred to be lodged out- 
side the walls-confidence has its limits! 

In Baghdad his reception was even more sumptuous. So great 
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was Tripoli's prestige in the Muslim world that the qa4f was treat- 
ed as a powerful monarch. Sultan Mubammad took him across 
the Tigris in his own boat. The officers of protocol led the master 
of Tripoli through a floating salon to where had been placed a bro- 
cade cushion on which the sultan usually sat. Fakhr al-Mulk set- 
tled himself next to it, in the place usually allotted to visitors, but 
the dignitaries rushed forward and took him by the arm: the 
monarch had personally insisted that his guest be seated on his 
own cushion. The qa4f was welcomed in one palace after another, 
and was asked many questions by the sultan, the caliph, and their 
collaborators. They wanted to know everything about the siege, 
and all Baghdad praised Fakhr al-Mulk’s bravery in the jihad 
against the Franj. 

But when it finally came to political matters, and Fakhr al-Mulk 
asked Mubammad to send an army to lift the siege of Tripoli, the 
sultan, Ibn al-Qalanisi spitefully reports, ordered several o fhis princi- 
pal emirs to go with Fakhr al-Mulk to help repel those who were besieging 
the city. He instructed the expeditionary force to stop briefly in Mosul to 
take the city from Jawali, and told them to head for Tripoli once that was 
done. 

Fakhr al-Mulk was devastated. The situation in Mosul was so 
muddled that it would take years to sort out. Moreover, the city 
was situated north of Baghdad, whereas Tripoli lay due west. If 
the army made such a detour, it would never arrive in time to 
save his capital, which, he insisted, was liable to collapse any day 
now. But the sultan would not hear of it. The interests of the 
Seljuk empire required that the problem of Mosul be given priori- 
ty. The qli# tried everything, even buying some of the sultan's 
counsellors at inflated prices, but in vain: the army would go first 
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to Mosul. When Pakhr al-Mulk set out to return to Tripoli after a 
four-month stay in Baghdad, he left without any ceremony. He 
was now convinced that he would no longer be able to hold his 
city. What he did not know was that he had already lost it. 

He was told the sad news when he arrived in Damascus in Au- 
gust 1108. Demoralized by his long absence, the notables of 
Tripoli had decided to entrust the city to the ruler of Egypt, who 
promised to defend it against the Pranj. Al-Afilal sent his vassals 
food, as well as a governor to take charge of the city’s affairs; his 
first mission was to arrest the family of Pakhr al-Mulk and his 
supporters, to seize his treasury, furniture, and personal property, 
and to send them all to Egypt by ship. 

While the vizier was thus persecuting the unfortunate q#f, the 
Pranj were preparing the final assault on Tripoli. One after the 
other, their commanders had arrived at the walls of the besieged 
city. King Baldwin of Jerusalem, their supreme commander, was 
there. Baldwin of Edessa and Tancred of Antioch, who had been 
reconciled for the occasion, were both there, as were two counts 
from the family of Saint-Gilles, who had just arrived from his 
country with dozens of Genoese vessels. Both coveted Tripoli, but 
the king of Jerusalem ordered them to halt their quarrels. Ibn 
Saint-Gilles would await the end ofthe battle to have his rival as- 
sassinated. 

In March 1109 everything seemed ready for a concerted attack 
by land and sea. The terrified Tripolitanians observed all these 
preparations, but did not lose hope. Had not al-Afclal promised to 
send a fleet more powerful than any they had ever seen, with 
enough food, fighters, and materiel to hold out for a year? 

The Tripolitanians had no doubt that the Genoese vessels 
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would flee the moment the Patimid fleet sailed into view. Let it 
only arrive in time! 

At the beginning of the summer, Ibn al-Qalanisi says, the Franj 
launched an attack m Tripoli with all their forces, driving their mobile tow- 
ers toward the city walls. When the people of the city saw what violent as- 
saults th,, would have to face, they lost heart, for th, understood that 
their defeat was inevitable. Food supplies were exhausted, and the Egyptian 

fleet was nowhere in sight. The winds were blowing against them, for such 

was the will of God, who determines what things will come to pass. The 
Franj redoubled their efforts and took the city by storm, on 12 July 1109. 
After two thousand days of resistance, the city of goldsmiths and 
libraries, of intrepid seamen and learned qa fs, was sacked by the 
warriors of the West. The hundred thousand volumes of the Dar 
al-‘Ilm were pillaged and burned, so that ‘impious’ books would 
be destroyed. According to the chronicler of Damascus, the Franj 
decided that one third of the city would go to the Genoese, the other two- 
thirds to the son of Saint-Gilles. All that King Baldwin desired was set 
aside for him. Most of the inhabitants were sold into slavery, the 
rest were despoiled of their property and expelled. Many headed 
for the port of Tyre. Pakhr al-Mulk ended his life in the vicinity of 
Damascus. 

And the Egyptian fleet? It arrived in Tyre eight days after the fall of 
Tripoli, Ibn al-Qalanisi relates, when all had been lost, because o f the di- 
vine punishment that had struck the inhabitants. 

The Pranj selected Beirut as their second target. Lying next to 
the Lebanese mountains, the city was ringed by pine forests, in 
particular in the suburbs of Mazrat al-'Arab and Ra's al-Nabah. 
There the invaders would find the wood they needed to construct 
the instruments of siege. Beirut had none of the splendour of 
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Tripoli, and its modest villas could not easily be compared to the 
Roman palaces whose marble ruins were still scattered across the 
grounds of ancient Berytus. But because of its port, it was a rela- 
tively prosperous city, situated on the rocky slope where, accord- 
ing to tradition, St George had slain the dragon. Coveted by the 
Damascenes, held negligently by the Egyptians, Beirut finally had to 
confront the Franj on its own, beginning in February 1110. Its 
five thousand inhabitants fought with an ardour born of despair, 
as they destroyed the siege towers one after another. Never before 
or since did the Franj face such a harsh battle, Ibn al-Qalanisi ex- 
claimed. The invaders were unforgiving. On 13 May, when the 
city was taken, they threw themselves into a blind massacre. ‘To 
set an example. 

The lesson was well learned. The following summer, a certain 
Frankish ki,,, (the Damascene chronicler may be forgiven for fail- 
ing to recognize Sigurd, the sovereign of distant Norway) arrived 
by sea with more than sixty vessels packed with fighters intent on making 
their pil, ,image and waging war in the lands of Islam. ‘Th, headed to- 
wards Jerusalem, Baldwin joined them, and together they laid siege, by land 
and sea, to the port of Saida, the ancient Phoenician city of Sidon. 
The walls ofthis city, destroyed and rebuilt more than once in the 
course of history, are impressive even today, their enormous 
blocks of stone lashed relentlessly by the Mediterranean. But the 
inhabitants, who had shown great courage at the beginning of the 
Frankish invasion, no longer had the heart to fight, since, accord- 
ing to Ibn al-Qalanisi, they feared that they would suffer the same fate as 
Beirut. Th, therefore sent their qat# with a delegation of notables to ask 
Baldwin to spare their lives. He accepted their request. The city capitulat- 
ed on 4 December 1110. This time there was no massacre, but a 
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massive exodus to Tyre and Damascus, which were already 
bulging with refugees. 

In the space of eighteen months three of the most renowned 
cities of the Arab world-Tripoli, Beirut, and Saida-had been 
taken and sacked, their inhabitants massacred or deported, their 
emirs, gafs, and experts on religious law killed or forced into ex- 
ile, their mosques profaned. Could any power now prevent the 
Franj from pressing on to Tyre, Aleppo, Damascus, Cairo, Mosul, 
or-why not?-even Baghdad? Did any will to resist remain? 
Among the Muslim leaders, probably not. But among the popula- 
tion of the most seriously threatened cities, the relentless holy 
war waged for the past thirteen years by the pilgrim-fighters of 
the West was beginning to have its effect: the idea ofjihad, which 
had long been no more than a slogan used to enliven official 
speeches, was being reasserted. Groups of refugees, poets, and 
even men of religion were now preaching it anew. 

It was one of these religious figures--Abdu KcU Ibn al- 
Khashab, a gf of Aleppo, small of stature but loud of voice- 
who resolved, by sheer tenacity and strength of character, to wak- 
en the sleeping giant of the Arab world. His first public initiative 
was to rekindle, twelve years on, the scandal that al-I:Iarawi had 
aroused in the streets of Baghdad. This time, however, there 
would be a genuine riot. 
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5 


Turban-Clad Resistance 


On Friday 17 February 1111, the gadi Ibn al-Khashab burst into 
the sultan’s mosque in Baghdad accompanied by a large group of 
Aleppans, among them a Hashemite sharif (a descendant of the 
Prophet) and a number of Sufi ascetics, imams, and merchants. 
Ibn al-Qalanisi describes what happened next. 


They forced the preacher to descend from the pulpit, 
which they smashed. They then began to cry out, to bewail 
the evils that had befallen Islam because of the Franj, who 
were killing men and enslaving women and children. Since 
they were preventing the faithful from saying their prayers, 
the officials present made various promises, in the name of 
the sultan, in an effort to pacify them: armies would be sent 
to defend Islam against the Franj and all the infidels. 


But these fine words were not enough to soothe the rebels. The 
following Friday, they restaged their demonstration, this time in 
the mosque of the caliph. When guards tried to bar their way, 
they quickly thrust them aside, smashed the wooden minbar, 
which was adorned with carved arabesques and verses of the Ko- 
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ran, and hurled insults at the prince of the faithful himself. Bagh- 
dad was plunged into the greatest confusion. 


At the same moment, relates the Damascene chronicler in a 
disingenuously naive tone, the princess, sister of Sultan Muham- 
mad and wife of the caliph, arrived in Baghdad from Isfahan 
with a magnificent retinue: there were precious stones, 
sumptuous robes, all sorts of saddlery and beasts of burden, 
servants, slaves of both sexes, attendants, and many other 
things that would defy estimation and enumeration. Her ar- 
rival coincided with the scenes described above. The joy and 
security of the royal arrival were disrupted. The caliph al- 
Mustazhir Billah manifested considerable discontent. He 
wanted to prosecute those responsible for the incident, and 
to punish them severely. But the sultan prevented him from 
doing so, pardoned the actions of these people, and ordered 
the emirs and military officers to return to their provinces to 
prepare a jihdad against the infidels, the enemies of God. 


If the worthy al-Mustazhir was thus moved to anger, it was not 
only because of the disagreeable effects of the turmoil on his 
young wife, but also because of the terrifying slogan that had 
been shouted so deafeningly in the streets of the capital: “The 
king of the Rum is a better Muslim than the prince of the faith- 
ful!’ For he was well aware that this was no gratuitous accusa- 
tion. The demonstrators, led by Ibn al-Khashab, were alluding to 
a message received a few weeks earlier by the caliph’s diwan. It 
came from the emperor Alexius Comnenus and insistently called 
upon the Muslims to unite with the Rum to struggle against the 
Franj and expel them from our lands. 
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If the powerful master of Constantinople and the humble q#f 
of Aleppo seemed to have made common cause in their initiatives 
in Baghdad, it was because they both felt that they had been hu- 
miliated by the same man: Tancred. When Byzantine ambassadors 
were sent to remind Tancred that the knights of the West had 
promised to restore Antioch to the basileus and that thirteen 
years after the fall of the city they had yet to do so, the ‘mir’ of 
the Franks had insolently shown them the door. As for the Alep- 
pans, Tancred had recently imposed a particularly discreditable 
treaty upon them: they were to pay him an annual tribute of 
twenty thousand dinars, hand over two important fortresses in 
the immediate vicinity of their city, and give him, as a gift and 
sign of allegiance, their ten finest horses. Riclwan, fearful as ever, 
dared not refuse. But the streets of his capital had been seething 
ever since the terms ofthe treaty had been revealed. 

It had always been the custom in Aleppo for people to gather in 
small groups to hold lively discussions of the dangers threatening 
them at critical moments in their history. The notables would get 
together in the great mosque, sitting cross-legged on the red car- 
pets, sometimes in the courtyard, in the shade ofthe minaret that 
overlooked the ochre-coloured houses of the city. The merchants 
would meet during the day, along the old colonnaded avenue built 
by the Romans, which ran across Aleppo from west to east, from 
the Gate of Antioch to the forbidden quarter of the citadel, where 
the sullen Riclwan resided. This major artery had long been closed 
to wagons and processions. The roadway had been taken over by 
hundreds of little booths in which cloth, amber, trinkets, dates, 
pistachio nuts, and condiments were amassed. The avenue and its 
neighbouring alleyways were covered with a wooden ceiling to 
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protect passers-by from sun and rain; at the intersections, it rose 
up into high stucco domes. At the corners of the alleys, especially 
those leading to the souks of the makers of straw mats, the black- 
smiths, and the sellers of wood for heating, the Aleppans would 
gossip before the many low-class eating houses. Amidst a persis- 
tent odour of boiling oil, grilled meat, and spices, these places of- 
fered meals at moderate prices: chunks of grilled mutton, dough- 
nuts, lentils. Families of modest means would buy their food 
ready-made in the souks; only the rich cooked at home. Not far 
from the food stalls, the characteristic tinkle of the sharab sellers 
could be heard; these cold drinks of concentrated fruit the Franj 
would later borrow from the Arabs in liquid and frozen forms, 
calling them 'sirops' and ‘sorbets’. 

In the afternoon people of all walks of life would meet in the 
bammam, or public bath, that special meeting place where one 
cleansed oneself before the sunset prayer. As night fell, the citi- 
zens would desert the centre of Aleppo to return to their own 
quarters, away from drunken soldiers. There too, news and ru- 
mours would circulate, passed on by men and women alike, and 
ideas would wend their way through the city. Anger, enthusiasm, 
discouragement would daily stir this hive, which had buzzed in 
just this way for more than three millennia. 

Ibn al-Khashab was the most respected man in the quarters of 
Aleppo. Born ofa family of rich wood-merchants, he played a pri- 
mordial role in the administration of the city. As a Shii gar he 
enjoyed great religious and moral authority; he was responsible 
for resolving disputes involving the people and property of his 
community, the largest in Aleppo. In addition, he was a ra‘fs, or 
chief of the city, which made him simultaneously provost of the 
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merchants, representative of the interests of the population be- 
fore the king, and commandant ofthe urban militia. 

But Ibn al-Khashab's activities went beyond the already wide 
competence of his official functions. Ever since the arrival of the 
Franj, he had, through his numerous coterie, encouraged a patri- 
otic and pietistic current of public opinion that demanded a 
firmer attitude against the invaders. He was not afraid to tell King 
Riclwan what he thought of his conciliatory, even servile, policy. 
When Tancred obliged the Seljuk monarch to affix a cross to the 
minaret ofthe great mosque, the gaf organized a riot and had the 
crucifix transferred to the Sainte Helene Cathedral. Since then, 
Riclwan had avoided any conflict with the irascible giif. En- 
trenched in the citadel with his harem and bodyguard, with his 
own mosque, his own source of water, and his grassy race-course, 
the Turkish king preferred to spare the sensibilities of his sub- 
jects. So long as his own authority was not challenged, he tolerat- 
ed public opinion. 

In 1111, however, Ibn al-Khashab turned up at the citadel to 
tell Riclwan once again of the citizens’ extreme discontent. The 
faithful, he explained, were scandalized at having to pay tribute to 
infidels implanted in the land of Islam, and the merchants’ busi- 
nesses had been in peril ever since the intolerable prince of Anti- 
och had seized control of all the routes from Aleppo to the 
Mediterranean, for he was holding caravans to ransom. Since the 
city could no longer defend itself with its own resources, the qaj,f 
proposed that a delegation of Sunni and Shi'i notables, merchants 
and men of religion, be sent to Baghdad to seek the aid of Sultan 
Mu}:iammad. Riclwan had no desire to involve his Seljuk cousin in 
the affairs of his kingdom. He still preferred to deal with Tancred. 
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But in view of the futility of all missions hitherto dispatched to 
the J\bbasid capital, he felt that the least risky course of action 
would be to accede to his subjects’ request. 

In this he was mistaken. Against all expectations, the Baghdad 
demonstrations of February 1111 produced just the effect sought 
by Ibn al-Khashab. The sultan, who had just been informed of the 
fall of Saida and the treaty imposed on the Aleppans, felt growing 
unease at the ambitions ofthe Franj. Yielding to Ibn al-Khashab's 
entreaties, he ordered the latest in the line of governors of Mosul, 
the emir Mawdud, to march without delay at the head of a power- 
ful army and to rescue Aleppo. When Ibn al-Khashab returned to 
Aleppo and informed Riclwan of the success of his mission, the 
king pretended to rejoice, while praying that nothing would come 
of it. He even informed his cousin of his eagerness to participate 
in the jihad at his side. But in July, when he was told that the sul- 
tan's troops were actually approaching the city, he could no 
longer conceal his consternation. He ordered the gates of the city 
to be barricaded, arrested Ibn al-Khashab and his major support- 
ers, and imprisoned them in the citadel. The Turkish soldiers 
were ordered to patrol the residential quarters day and night to 
prevent any contact between the populace and the ‘enemy’. The 
sequel of events was to justify Ric;lwan's volte-face, at least in 
part. Deprived of the supplies the king was supposed to procure 
for them, the sultan’s troops took their revenge by savagely plun- 
dering the environs of Aleppo. Then, following dissension be- 
tween Mawdud and the other emirs, the army disintegrated with- 
out fighting a single battle. 

Mawdud returned to Syria two years later, under orders from 
the sultan to assemble all the Muslim princes, except Riclwan, 
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against the Franj. Since Aleppo was off limits to him, he quite 
naturally established his general headquarters in Damascus, that 
other great city, in preparation for a large-scale offensive against 
the Kingdom of Jerusalem. His host, the atabeg Tughtigin, pre- 
tended to be thrilled by the honour that the sultan’s envoy had 
thus bestowed upon him, but in fact he was as terrified as 
Riclwan had been. He feared that Mawdiid sought only to take 
over his capital, and resented the emir’s every deed as a threat to 
his own future. 

On 2 October 1113, the Damascene chronicler tells us, the 
emir Mawdiid left his camp, situated near the Gate of Iron, one of 
the eight entrances to the city. He walked, as he did every day, to 
the Umayyad mosque, in the company of the lame atabeg. 


When the prayer was over and Mawdiid had performed 
several supplementary devotions, they both departed, Tughti- 
gin walking ahead out of respect for the emir. They were sur- 
rounded by soldiers, guards, and militiamen bearing arms of 
all varieties; the slender sabres, sharp epees, scimitars, and 
unsheathed daggers gave an impression of thick under- 
growth. All around them, crowds pressed forward to admire 
their arsenal and their magnificence. When they reached the 
courtyard of the mosque, a man emerged from the crowd and 
approached the emir Mawdiid as if to pray God on his behalf 
and to ask 41ms of him. Suddenly he seized the belt of his 
mantle and struck him twice with his dagger, just above the 
navel. The atabeg Tughtigin took a few steps backwards, and 
his companions quickly surrounded him. As for Mawdiid, 
who never lost his head, he walked as far as the north gate of 
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the mosque and then collapsed. A surgeon was summoned 
and managed to suture some of the wounds, but the emir 
died several hours later, may God have mercy upon him! 


Who killed the governor of Mosul on the very eve of his offen- 
sive against the Franj? Tughtigin lost no time in accusing Riclwan 
and his friends of the Assassins sect. But most contemporaries 
believed that no one but the master of Damascus himself could 
have armed the killer. According to Ibn al-Athir, King Baldwin 
was so shocked by the murder that he sent Tughtigin a particular- 
ly contemptuous message: A nation that kills its leader in the house of 
its God deserves to le annihilated. As for Sultan Mu}:iammad, he 
howled with rage when he learned of the death of his lieutenant. 
He considered the heinous crime a personal insult, and he decid- 
ed to bring all the Syrian leaders into line once and for all, those 
of Aleppo as well as those of Damascus. He raised an army of sev- 
eral tens of thousands of soldiers commanded by the best officers 
of the Seljuk clan and curtly ordered all the Muslim princes to 
join it in its sacred duty of waging jihad against the Franj. 

When the sultan’s powerful expedition arrived in central Syria 
in the spring of 1115, a great surprise awaited it. Baldwin of 
Jerusalem and Tughtigin of Damascus stood side by side, support- 
ed not only by their own troops but also by those of Antioch, 
Aleppo, and Tripoli. The princes of Syria, Muslims and Franj alike, 
felt equally threatened by the sultan, and they had decided to join 
forces. Within several months, the Seljuk army was forced shame- 
fully to withdraw. Mu}:iammad swore that never again would he 
concern himself with the Frankish problem. He kept his word. 

While the Muslim princes were thus offering fresh evidence of 
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their utter irresponsibility, two Arab cities demonstrated, in the 
space of a few months, that it was nevertheless still possible to 
resist the foreign occupation. With the surrender of Saida in De- 
cember 1110 the Franj were masters of the entire littoral, the 
sail, from Sinai in the south to ‘the land ofthe son ofthe Armen- 
ian, north of Antioch. With the exception, however, of two 
coastal enclaves: Ascalon and Tyre. Encouraged by his successive 
victories, Baldwin decided to settle their fate without delay. The 
Ascalon region was noted for the cultivation of reddish onions, 
called ‘ascalonians’, a word the Franj distorted into echalote (shal- 
lot). But its real importance was military, for it served as the as- 
sembly point for Egyptian troops during every attempted expedi- 
tion against the Kingdom ofJerusalem. 

In 1111 Baldwin paraded his army before the walls of the city. 
Shams al-Khalifa (‘Sun ofthe Caliphate’), the Fatimid governor of 
Ascalon-motre inclined to commerce than to war, was Ibn al-Qalanisi's 
judgement of him-was terrified by the Occidentals’ show of 
force. Without offering any resistance whatsoever, he agreed to 
pay them a tribute of seven thousand dinars. The Palestinian pop- 
ulation of the city, humiliated by this unexpected capitulation, 
sent emissaries to Cairo to ask that the governor be removed. 
Upon learning this, and fearing that the vizier al-Afclal meant to 
chastise him for his cowardice, Shams al-Khalifa tried to ward off 
that eventuality by expelling the Egyptian functionaries and plac- 
ing himself squarely under the protection of the Franj. Baldwin 
sent him three hundred men, who took charge of the citadel of 
Ascalon. 

Though scandalized, the inhabitants did not lose heart. Secret 
meetings were held in the mosques. Plots were hatched, until one 
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day in July 1111, as Shams al-Khalifa was leaving the grounds of 
his residence on horseback, a group of conspirators attacked him, 
riddling his body with dagger-strokes. That was the signal for re- 
volt. Armed citizens, joined by Berber soldiers of the governor's 
guard, threw themselves against the citadel. The Frankish war- 
riors were hunted down in the towers and along the walls. None 
of Baldwin's three hundred men survived. The city was to escape 
domination by the Franj for another forty years. 

Seeking revenge for his humiliation at the hands of the Ascalon 
rebels, Baldwin turned against Tyre, the ancient Phoenician city 
from which Prince Cadmus, brother of Europa (who was to give 
her name to the continent of the Franj), had set out to spread the 
alphabet throughout the Mediterranean. The impressive walls of 
Tyre still recalled its glorious history. The city was surrounded on 
three sides by the sea, and only a narrow coastal road built by 
Alexander the Great linked it to the mainland. Reputed to be im- 
pregnable, in 1111 it was home to a large number of refugees 
from the recently occupied territories. Their role in the defence of 
the city was primordial, as Ibn al-Qalanisi, whose account is clear- 
ly based on first-hand testimony, reports. 


The Franj had erected a mobile tower to which they affixed 
a battering-ram of redoubtable force. The walls were shaken, 
some of the stones crumbled, and the besieged found them- 
selves on the brink of disaster. It was then that a sailor from 
Tripoli, who was acquainted with metallurgy and had some 
experience in the affairs of war, undertook to manufacture 
iron grapnels designed to grip the battering-ram from the top 
and sides, by means of ropes held by the defenders. The lat- 
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ter then pulled so vigorously that the wooden tower was 
wrenched off balance. On several occasions, the Franj had to 
break their own battering-ram to prevent the tower from col- 
lapsing. 


Renewing their attempts, the attackers succeeded in drawing 
their tower near the walls and fortifications, which they then pro- 
ceeded to hammer with a new battering-ram sixty cubits long, 
whose head was a chunk of cast iron weighing more than twenty 
pounds. But the Tripolitanian sailor did not give up. 


With the aid of several skilfully installed joists, the Dama- 
scene chronicler continues, he had jars of excrement and rubbish 
raised high and poured over the Franj. Choked by the odours 
enveloping them, the latter could no longer handle their bat- 
tering-ram properly. The sailor then had grape baskets and 
large straw trunks filled with oil, bitumen, firewood, resin, 
and the bark of reeds. After setting them on fire, he tilted 
them onto the Franj tower. The top of the tower burst into 
flames, and as the Franj hurried to extinguish the blaze with 
vinegar and water, the Tripolitanian quickly hurled other bas- 
kets filled with boiling oil to feed the flames. Fire now swept 
through the whole upper part of the tower and spread little 
by little to the lower levels, feeding on the wood of which the 
structure was made. 


Unable to bring the fire under control, the attackers finally 
evacuated the tower and fled. The defenders took advantage of 
the situation to make a sortie, seizing a large number of aban- 
doned weapons. 
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When they saw this, Ibn al-Qalanisi concludes triumphantly, 
the Franj lost heart and beat a retreat, after setting fire to the 
barracks they had erected in their camp. 


It was the twelfth of April 1112. After 132 days of siege, the 
population of Tyre had inflicted a stinging defeat on the Franj. 

After the Baghdad riots, the Ascalon insurrection, and the re- 
sistance in Tyre, a wind of revolt began to surge through the re- 
gion. A growing number of Arabs felt an equally intense hatred 
for the invaders and for the majority of the Muslim leaders, 
whom they accused of negligence or even treason. In Aleppo 
more than elsewhere, this attitude soon went beyond a mere 
change of mood. Under the leadership of the qa4f Ibn al-Khashab, 
the citizens decided to take their fate into their own hands. They 
chose their own leaders and forced them to carry out the policy 
they wanted. 

Admittedly, many defeats, many disappointments, were yet to 
come. The expansion of the Franj was not over, and their arro- 
gance knew no bounds. But from this point on, a ground swell 
would slowly rise, beginning in the streets of Aleppo. Little by lit- 
tle it would inundate the Arab East, eventually carrying to power 
just, courageous, and devoted men who would be capable of re- 
conquering the lost territory. 


Before that, however, Aleppo was to pass through the most errat- 
ic period of its long history. At the end of November 1113 Ibn al- 
Khashab learned that Riclwan lay seriously ill at his palace in the 
citadel. He gathered his friends together and told them to prepare 
for action. The king died on 10 December. As soon as the news 
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was known, groups of armed militiamen fanned through the quar- 
ters of the city, occupied the major buildings, and seized many of 
Ri9wan's supporters, notably the adherents of the Assassins sect, 
who were immediately put to death for their collaboration with 
the Frankish enemy. 

The qaf's aim was not to seize power himself but to make an 
impression on the new king, Alp Arslan, the son of RicJwan, so as 
to induce him to follow a policy different from that of his father. 
At first this young man of sixteen, who stuttered so badly that he 
was nicknamed ‘the Mute’, seemed to endorse the militant stance 
of Ibn al-Khashab. With unconcealed delight, he had all Ri9wan's 
collaborators arrested and beheaded forthwith. The qa# became 
uneasy. He urged the young monarch not to subject the city to a 
bloodbath but simply to punish the traitors so as to set an exam- 
ple. But Alp Arslan paid him no heed. He executed two of his 
own brothers, several officers, a few servants, and in general any- 
one to whom he took a dislike. Little by little, the citizenry real- 
ized the horrible truth: the king was mad! The best available 
source dealing with this period is the chronicle by Kamal al-Din, 
an Aleppan author-diplomat, written a century after the events 
but based on the testimony of contemporaries. 


One day, le recounts, Alp Arslan assembled some emirs and 
notables and took them to visit a sort of cellar dug into the 
citadel. Once they were inside, he asked them, 'What would 
you say if [had all your heads cut off right here?’ 

‘We are slaves subject to your majesty's orders’, answered 
one of the unfortunates, pretending to consider the threat a 


good joke. 
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And it was thus, in fact, that they escaped death. 


It was not long before the demented young king was being giv- 
en a wide berth. Only one man still dared to approach him, his 
eunuch Lulu, ‘Pearls. But finally he too began to fear for his life. 
In September 1114 he killed his sleeping master and installed an- 
other of Ri9wan’s sons, aged six, on the throne. 

Aleppo was sinking deeper into anarchy day by day. While un- 
controllable groups of slaves and soldiers cut one another to 
pieces in the citadel, armed citizens patrolled the streets of the 
city to protect themselves against marauders. During this initial 
period, the Franj of Antioch did not seek to take advantage of the 
chaos paralysing Aleppo. Tancred had died a year before RicJwan, 
and his successor Sir Roger, whom Kamal al-Din calls Sirjal, 
lacked sufficient self-assurance to engage in action of any real 
scope. But the respite was of brief duration. In 1116 Roger of An- 
tioch, now sure of his control over all the routes to Aleppo, occu- 
pied the major fortresses ringing the city one after another. In the 
absence of any resistance, he even managed to impose a tax on 
every Muslim pilgrim leaving for Mecca. 

In April 1117 the eunuch Lulu was assassinated. According to 
Kamal al-Din, the soldiers of his escort had hatched a plot against him 
While he was walking east of the city one day, th, , suddenly drew their 
bows, crying, ‘After the hare! After the hare!, to make him believe that they 
were hunting that animal. In fact, it was Lulu’ himself who was riddled 
with arrows. After his death, power passed to another slave, who, 
unable to assert his authority, asked Roger to come to his aid. The 
subsequent chaos was indescribable. While the Franj prepared to 
lay siege to the city, the military officers continued to fight among 
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themselves for control of the citadel. Ibn al-Khashab also decided 
to act without delay. He assembled the principal notables of the 
city to propose a plan of action whose consequences were to be 
weighty. As a border town, he explained, Aleppo ought to be in 
the vanguard of the jihad against the Franj. It should therefore of- 
fer its government to a powerful emir, perhaps even the sultan 
himself, and should never again allow itself to be governed by a 
local kinglet who placed his personal interests above those of Is- 
lam. The ga fs proposal was approved, though not without some 
reluctance, for the Aleppans were jealously attached to their par- 
ticularism. The major candidates were then reviewed. The sultan? 
He refused to have anything further to do with Syria. Tughtigin? 
He was the only Syrian prince with some degree of personal 
strength, but the Aleppans would never accept a Damascene. Ibn 
al-Khashab then proposed the Turkish emir Ilghazi, governor of 
Mardin in Mesopotamia. True, his conduct had not always been 
exemplary. Two years earlier, he had supported the Islamo-Frank- 
ish alliance against the sultan, and he was known for his frequent 
drunkenness. When le drank wine, Ibn al-Qalanisi tells us, Ilghazi 
would remain in a state of hebetude for days on end, not even rousing him- 
self sufficiently to issue an order or directive. But a long search indeed 
would be required to find a sober military man. On the other 
hand, Ibn al-Khashab argued, Ilghazi was a courageous fighter, his 
family had governed Jerusalem for quite some time, and _ his 
brother Sokman had won the victory of I:larran against the Franj. 
A majority finally rallied to this view, and Ilghazi was invited to 
come to Aleppo. The gf himself opened the city gates to him 
during the summer of 1118. The emir's first act was to marry the 
daughter of King Rig.wan, a gesture that symbolized the union be- 
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tween the city and its new master and simultaneously asserted 
the latter's legitimacy. Ilghazi then called his troops to arms. 
Twenty years after the beginning of the invasion, the capital of 
northern Syria for the first time had a commander who really 
wanted to fight. The result was stunning. On Saturday 28 June 
1119 the army of the new ruler of Aleppo confronted the forces of 
Antioch on the plain of Sarmada, midway between the two cities. 
A khamsfn, a hot, dry and sand-laden wind, was blowing in the 


eyes of the combatants. Kamal al-Din describes the scene. 


Ilghazi made his emirs swear that they would fight bravely, 
that they would hold their positions, that they would not re- 
treat, and that they would give their lives for the jihad. The 
Muslims were then deployed in small waves, and managed to 
take up night-time positions alongside Sir Roger's troops. At 
daybreak the Franj suddenly saw the Muslim banners ap- 
proach, surrounding them on all sides. The ga# Ibn al- 
Khashab advanced astride his mare, and gestured with one 
hand, urging our forces into battle. Seeing him, one of the 
soldiers shouted contemptuously, ‘Have we come all the way 
from our home country to follow a turban? But the qf 
marched toward the troops, moved through their ranks, and 
addressed them, trying to rouse their energy and lift their 
spirits, delivering a harangue so eloquent that men wept 
with emotion and felt great admiration for him. Then they 
charged. Arrows flew like a cloud of locusts. 


The army of Antioch was decimated. Sir Roger himself was 
found among the bodies, his head cleaved to the nose. 
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Word of the victory reached Aleppo just as the Muslims, 
all in rows, were coming to the end of the midday prayer in 
the great mosque. A great clamour was heard from the west, 
but no fighter entered the city before the afternoon prayer. 


Aleppo spent days celebrating its victory. There was singing 
and drinking, sheep were slaughtered, people wandered about 
looking at the crossed banners, helmets, and coats of mail 
brought back by the troops, or watching some poor prisoner be- 
ing decapitated-the rich ones were ransomed. People listened as 
improvised poems in honour of Ilghazi were recited in the city 
squares: After God, it is you whom we trust. For years the Aleppans 
had lived in terror of Bohemond, Tancred, and then Roger of Anti- 
och, and many had come to expect that they, like their brothers in 
Tripoli, would some day inevitably be forced to choose between 
death and exile. After the Sarmada victory, they felt as though life 
had begun anew. Ilghazi's exploit aroused enthusiasm throughout 
the Arab world. Never in past years has such a triumph been bestowed 
upon Islam, exclaimed Ibn al-Qalanisi. 

These exaggerated words reflect the extremely low morale that 
had prevailed on the eve of Ilghazi's victory. The arrogance of the 
Franj had indeed come to border on the absurd. At the beginning 
of March 1118 King Baldwin had sought to invade Egypt with ex- 
actly 216 knights and 400 foot-soldiers. He crossed Sinai at the 
head ofhis meagre forces, occupied the city of al-Farama’ without 
meeting any resistance, and went as far as the banks of the Nile, 
where he bathed, notes Ibn al-Athi:r mockingly. He would have gone 
further had he not suddenly been taken ill. Carried back to Pa- 
lestine as quickly as possible, he died en route, at al-rish in 
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north-east Sinai. Despite Baldwin's death, al-Afcjlal would never 
recover from this fresh humiliation. Rapidly losing control of the 
situation, he was assassinated three years later in a Cairo street. 
As for the king of the Franj, he was replaced by his cousin, Bald- 
win II of Edessa. 

The Sarmada victory, coming so soon after the spectacular raid 
across Sinai, seemed like revenge, and a number of optimists 
thought it signalled the beginning ofthe reconquest. They expect- 
ed Ilghazi to march on Antioch without delay, for the city now 
had neither prince nor army. Indeed, the Franj themselves were 
preparing for a siege. Their first decision was to disarm the Syri- 
an, Armenian, and Greek Christians ofthe city and to forbid them 
to leave their homes, for the Franj feared that they would ally 
with the Aleppans. Tension was running high between the Occi- 
dentals and their Oriental coreligionists, who complained that the 
former were contemptuous of their rites and had confined them 
to subordinate roles in their own city. But the precautions taken 
by the Franj proved unnecessary. Ilghazi did not even dream of 
pressing his advantage. Wallowing in drunkenness, he refused to 
leave the former residence of Riclwan, where he seemed intent on 
celebrating his victory without end. So much fermented liquor 
did he consume that he was seized by a violent attack of fever. It 
took him twenty days to recover, just in time to be told that the 
army ofJerusalem, under the command of the new King Baldwin 
I, had that moment arrived in Antioch. 

His health ruined by alcohol, Ilghazi died three years later, nev- 
er having managed to exploit his success. The Aleppans were 
grateful to him for saving their city from the Frankish danger, but 
they were hardly distressed at his death, for they were already 
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turning their attention to his successor, an exceptional man 
whose name was on everyone's lips: Balak. He was Ilghazi's 
nephew, but a man of quite another stamp. Within a few months 
he would become the adored hero of the Arab world, his exploits 
celebrated in the mosques and public squares. 

In September 1122, through a brilliant manoeuvre, Balak suc- 
ceeded in capturing Joscelin, who had replaced Baldwin II as 
count of Edessa. According to Ibn al-Athir, he wrapped him in a 
camel skin, had it sewn shut, and then, rejecting all offers ofransom, locked 
him in afortress. Following the death of Roger of Antioch, a second 
Frankish state had now lost its leader. The king ofJerusalem, un- 
easy at these developments, decided to go north himself. Some 
knights of Edessa led him to the place where Joscelin had been 
seized, a swampy area alongside the Euphrates. After a quick re- 
connoitre, Baldwin II ordered the tents pitched for the night. The 
next day he rose early to take part in his favourite sport, falconry, 
which he had learned from Oriental princes. Suddenly Balak and 
his men, who had approached noiselessly, surrounded the camp. 
The king ofJerusalem threw down his arms. He, in turn, was tak- 
en into captivity. 

In June 1123 Balak made a triumphant entrance into Aleppo, 
his prestige vastly inflated as a result ofall these exploits. Follow- 
ing in Ilghazi's footsteps, his first act was to marry the daughter 
of Ri<wan. Then, without suffering a single setback, he swiftly 
and systematically reconquered the Frankish possessions around 
the city. The military skill of this forty-year-old Turkish emir, his 
spirit of determination, his rejection of any compromise with the 
Franj, his sobriety, and finally, the roll of honour of his successive 
victories, were in sharp contrast to the disconcerting mediocrity 
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ofthe other Muslim princes. 

One city in particular saw him as its providential saviour: Tyre, 
to which the Franj had again laid siege despite the capture of 
their king. The defenders’ position proved far more delicate than 
it had been during their victorious resistance twelve years earlier, 
for this time the Occidentals had control of the seas. An impres- 
sive Venetian squadron comprising more than a hundred and 
twenty vessels had appeared off the Palestinian coast in the spring 
of 1123. The Egyptian fleet, lying at anchor in Ascalon, was taken 
by surprise and destroyed. In February 1124, after signing an 
agreement with Jerusalem on the division of the booty, the Vene- 
tians blockaded the port of Tyre, while the Frankish army pitched 
its camp to the east of the city. The outlook for the defenders was 
not encouraging. The Tyrians, of course, fought on obstinately. 
One night, for example, a group of accomplished swimmers slid 
up to a Venetian ship guarding the entrance to the port and man- 
aged to draw it to the city, where it was disarmed and destroyed. 
But despite such stunning operations, the chances of success 
were minimal. The debacle of the Fatimid fleet made any rescue 
from the sea impossible. Moreover, it was becoming difficult to 
supply the city with drinking water. Tyre-and this was its major 
weakness-had no source within its walls. In peacetime, water 
was brought in from outside through pipelines. In time of war, 
the city relied on its cisterns and on intensive provisioning by 
small boats. But the tight Venetian blockade made this impossi- 
ble. Ifthe vice was not loosened, the city would be forced to capit- 
ulate within a few months. 

Since they expected nothing from their usual protectors the 
Egyptians, the defenders turned to the hero of the hour, Balak. 
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The emir was then laying siege to a fortress called Manbij in the 
Aleppo region, where one of his vassals had rebelled. When the 
appeal from Tyre reached him, he immediately decided, according 
to Kamal al-Din, to turn over command of the siege to one of his 
lieutenants and to go to Tyre'’s rescue himself. On 6 May 1124 he 
made a last tour of inspection before setting out. 


Helmeted and with his shield on his arm, the chronicler of 
Aleppo continues, Balak approached the fortress of Manbij to 
choose the site for the placement of his mangonels. As he 
was giving his orders, an arrow shot from the ramparts 
struck him under the left clavicle. He wrenched the shaft out 
himself and, spitting in the air in contempt, murmured, 
'That blow will be fatal for all the Muslims.’ Then he fell 
dead. 


Balak was right. When news of his death reached Tyre, the in- 
habitants lost heart. They now saw no course open to them but to 
negotiate the terms of their surrender. On 7 July 1124, Ibn al- 
Qalanisi relates, th, , filed out of Tyre between the two ranks 0 fsoldiers, 
without being molested by the Franj. All soldiers and civilians left the city, 
in which only the infirm remained. Some of the exiles went to Damascus, 
while the others scattered through the countryside. 

Although a bloodbath was thereby averted, the admirable resis- 
tance of Tyre nevertheless ended in humiliation. 

The people of Tyre were not alone in suffering the conse- 
quences of Balak's death. In Aleppo power fell to Timurtash, the 
son of Ilghazi, a young man of nineteen who, according to Ibn al- 
Athir, was interested only in havingfun and was eager to leave Aleppo for 
his native city, Mardin, because he felt that there had been too many wars 
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with the Franj in Syria. Not content merely to abandon his capital, 
the inept Timurtash hastened to release the king ofJerusalem in 
exchange for a ransom of twenty thousand dinars. He presented 
him with robes of honour, a gold helmet, and ornamented ankle 
boots, and even gave him back the horse he had been riding on 
the day ofhis capture. Princely behaviour no doubt, but complete- 
ly irresponsible, since several weeks after his release, Baldwin II 
arrived at the gates of Aleppo with the firm intention of seizing it. 

The defence of the city devolved entirely upon Ibn al-Khashab, 
who had only a few hundred armed men. When he saw thousands 
of enemy fighters deployed around his city, the gar dispatched a 
messenger to Ilghazis son. The emissary risked his life slipping 
through enemy lines by night. Upon his arrival in Mardin, he re- 
paired to the emir's drwan and insistently implored him not to 
abandon Aleppo. But Timurtash, as impudent as he was cowardly, 
found the messenger's complaints annoying, and ordered him 
thrown into prison. 

Ibn al-Khashab then turned to another potential saviour, al- 
Borsoki, an old Turkish officer who had just been named governor 
of Mosul. Renowned not only for his rectitude and religious zeal, 
but also for his political skill and ambition, al-Borsoki quickly ac- 
cepted the gf's invitation and set out forthwith. His arrival at 
the besieged city in January 1125 surprised the Franj, who fled, 
abandoning their tents. Ibn al-Khashab rushed out to meet al-Bor- 
soki, urging him to pursue the fleeing Franj, but the emir was 
weary from his long ride, and more important, was impatient to 
visit his new possession. Like Ilghazi five years earlier, he dared 
not press his advantage, and thus allowed the enemy time to re- 
cover their wits. Nevertheless, his intervention assumed great sig- 
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nificance, because the union of Aleppo and Mosul in 1125 became 
the nucleus of a powerful state that would soon be able to re- 
spond successfully to the arrogance of the Franj. 

We now know that the astonishing perspicacity and tenacity of 
Ibn al-Khashab not only saved the city from occupation, but also 
contributed more than anything else to preparing the way for the 
great leaders of the jihad against the invaders. But the qii# would 
not live to see these events. One day in the summer of 1125, as 
he was leaving the great mosque of Aleppo after the midday 
prayer, a man disguised as an ascetic leapt upon him and sunk a 
dagger into his chest. It was an act of revenge by the Assassins. 
Ibn al-Khashab had been the sect's most intransigent opponent, 
had spilled buckets of its adherents blood, and had never repent- 
ed of his actions. He must have known that some day he would 
pay with his life. For a third of a century, no enemy of the Assas- 
sins had ever managed to elude them. 


This sect, the most terrifying ever seen, had been founded in 
1090 by a man of immense culture, a devotee of poetry profound- 
ly interested in the latest advances of science. [Jasan Ibn al-Sab- 
bal). was born around 1048 in the city of Rayy, close by the site 
where the town of Tehran would be founded a few dozen years 
later. Was he really, as legend claims, an inseparable companion 
of the young poet Omar Khayyam, himself a devotee of mathe- 
matics and astronomy? It is not known with certainty. On the 
other hand, the circumstances that led this brilliant man to dedi- 
cate his life to organizing his sect are known in detail. 

At the time of|;lasan's birth, the Shii doctrine, to which he ad- 
hered, was dominant in Muslim Asia. Syria belonged to the Fa- 
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timids of Egypt, and another Shii d,,,asty, the Buwayhids, con- 
trolled Persia and dictated orders at will to the Abbasid caliph in 
Baghdad itself. During |;lasan’s youth, however, the situation was 
radically reversed. The Seljuks, upholders of Sunni orthodoxy, 
took control of the entire region. Shiiism, triumphant only a short 
time before, was now only a barely tolerated, often persecuted, 
doctrine. 

l;lasan, who grew up in a milieu of religious Persians, was in- 
dignant at this state of affairs. Towards 1071 he decided to settle 
in Egypt, the last bastion of Shiism. But what he discovered in 
the land of the Nile was hardly cause for elation. The aged Fa- 
timid caliph al-Mustan ir was even more ofa puppet than his .Ab- 
basid rival. He no longer dared even to leave his palace without 
the permission of his Armenian vizier, Badr al-Jamali, the father 
and predecessor of al-Afclal. In Cairo Llasan met many religious 
fundamentalists who shared his apprehension and sought, like 
him, to reform the Shii caliphate and to take revenge on the 
Seljuks. 

A movement soon took shape, headed by Nizar, the older son 
of the caliph. The Fatimid heir, as pious as he was courageous, 
had no intention of abandoning himself to the pleasures of the 
court, nor of acting as a puppet in the hands of some vizier. When 
his elderly father died, which could not now be long, he meant to 
succeed him and, with the aid of LJasan and his friends, to inau- 
gurate a new golden age for the Shiis. A detailed plan was pre- 
pared, of which I;Ilasan was the principal architect. The Persian 
militant would return to the heart of the Seljuk empire to pave 
the way for the reconquest that Nizar would most assuredly un- 
dertake upon his accession to power. 
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J:Iasan succeeded beyond his wildest dreams, but by methods 
very different from those imagined by the virtuous Nizar. In 1090 
he took the fortress of Alamut by surprise. This bastion, the ‘ea- 
gle's nest’, was situated in a practically inaccessible region of the 
Albruz Mountains near the Caspian Sea. Once he commanded 
this inviolable sanctuary, I:Iasan set about establishing a politico- 
religious organization whose effectiveness and spirit of discipline 
would be unequalled in all history. 

All members, from novices to the grand master, were ranked 
according to their level of knowledge, reliability and courage. 
They underwent intensive courses of indoctrination as well as 
physical training. I:lasan’s favourite technique for sowing terror 
among his enemies was murder. The members of the sect were 
sent individually-or more rarely, in small groups of two or three 
-on assignments to kill some chosen personality. They generally 
disguised themselves as merchants or ascetics and moved around 
in the city where the crime was to be perpetrated, familiarizing 
themselves with the habits of their victims. Then, once their plan 
was ready, they struck. Although the preparation was always con- 
ducted in the utmost secrecy, the execution had to take place in 
public, indeed before the largest possible crowd. That was why 
the preferred site was a mosque, the favourite day Friday, general- 
ly at noon. For J:Iasan, murder was not merely a means of dispos- 
ing of an enemy, but was intended primarily as a twofold lesson 
for the public: first, the punishment ofthe victim and, second, the 
heroic sacrifice of the executioner, who was called fidaf (plural: 
fidafn, or fedayeen), or ‘suicide commando, because he was al- 
most always cut down on the spot. 

The serenity with which the members ofthe sect accepted their 
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own death led their contemporaries to believe that they were 
drugged with hashish, which is why they were called ashashiin, or 
ashfshfn, a word that was distorted into ‘Assassin’ and soon incor- 
porated into many languages as a common noun. The hypothesis 
is plausible, but like everything else to do with this sect, it is diffi- 
cult to separate legend from reality. Did I:Iasan encourage the ad- 
herents to drug themselves so that they had a sense of being in 
paradise for a short time, which would thus encourage them to 
seek martyrdom? Or, more prosaically, was he trying to accustom 
them to a narcotic in order to keep them dependent on him? Was 
he simply urging them towards a state of euphoria so that they 
would not falter at the moment of the murder? Or did he instead 
rely on their blind faith? Whatever the answer, merely to list the 
hypotheses is to pay tribute to the exceptional organizer I:Iasan 
must have been. 

Indeed, his success was stunning. The first murder, committed 
in 1092, two years after the sect was founded, was an epic unto 
itself. The Seljuks were at the apogee of their power. The pillar of 
their empire, the man who over thirty years had created a state 
out of the lands conquered by the Turkish warriors, the architect 
of the renaissance of Sunni power and of the struggle against 
Shi'ism, was an old vizier whose name itself evoked his deeds: 
Niam al-Mulk, or ‘Order of the Realm’. On 14 October 1092 one 
of I:Iasan's adherents killed him with a sword-stroke. When Niiam 
al-Mulk was assassinated, \bn al-Athir wrote, the state disintegrated. 
Indeed, the Seljuk empire never recovered its unity. Its history 
would now be punctuated not by further conquests, but by inter- 
minable wars of succession. ‘Mission accomplished’, I:lasan may 
well have told his comrades in Egypt. The read was now open to a 
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Fatimid reconquest: it was up to Niiar. In Cairo, however, the in- 
surrection had run aground. al-Afijlal, who inherited the vizierate 
from his father in 1094, mercilessly crushed the associates of 
Nizar, who was himself buried alive. 

I;lasan thus found himself in an unforeseen situation. He had 
not renounced his goal of reviving the Shi'i caliphate, but he 
knew that it would take time. He therefore modified his strategy. 
While continuing to undermine official Islam and its religious 
and political representatives, he also tried to find a place where 
he could establish an autonomous fiefdom. What country offered 
better prospects for such a project than Syria, carved up as it was 
into a multitude of minuscule rival states? The sect had only to 
establish a base, to play one city against another, one emir against 
his brother, and it would survive until the Fatimid caliphate 
emerged from its torpor. 

I;lasan sent a Persian preacher into Syria, an enigmatic physi- 
cian-astrologer who settled in Aleppo and managed to win the 
confidence of Riclwan. Adherents began to converge on the city, 
to preach their doctrine, to form cells. To preserve the friendship 
of the Seljuk king, they agreed to do some small favours for him, 
in particular to assassinate some of his political opponents. Upon 
the death of the ‘physician-astrologer’ in 1103, the sect immedi- 
ately sent Riclwan a new Persian adviser, Abu Tahir, a goldsmith. 
His influence soon became more overwhelming than that of his 
predecessor. Ric;lwan fell completely under his spell, and accord- 
ing to Kamal al-Din, no Aleppan could obtain the slightest favour 
from the monarch or settle any administrative problem without 
dealing with one of the innumerable members of the sect scat- 
tered through the king's entourage. 
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But the Assassins were hated precisely because of their power. 
Ibn al-Khashab in particular relentlessly demanded an end to 
their activities. He detested them not only for the way they 
bought and sold influence, but also and above all for their alleged 
sympathy for the Western invaders. However paradoxical it may 
seem, the accusation was justified. When the Franj arrived, the 
Assassins, who had barely begun to settle in Syria, were called 
Batinis, ‘those who adhere to a faith other than that which they 
profess in public. The appellation suggested that the adherents 
were Muslims only in appearance. The Shiiis, like Ibn al-Khashab, 
had no sympathy for the disciples of I;Iasan because of their break 
with the Fatimid caliphate, which, however weak, remained the 
formal protector of the Shi'is of the Arab world. 

Detested and persecuted by all Muslims, the Assassins were 
not displeased at the arrival of a Christian army that was inflict- 
ing one defeat after another on both the Seljuks and al-Afclal, the 
murderer of Nizar. There is no doubt that Ricjlwan's outrageously 
conciliatory attitude toward the Occidentals was due in large part 
to the counsel of the Batinis. 

As far as Ibn al-Khashab was concerned, the connivance be- 
tween the Assassins and the Franj amounted to treason. He acted 
accordingly. During the massacres that followed Ri<;lwan's death 
at the end of 1113, the Ba.finis were tracked down street by street 
and house by house. Some were lynched by mobs, others leapt to 
their death from the ramparts of the city walls. Nearly two hun- 
dred members of the sect perished in this manner, among them 
Abu Tahir the goldsmith. Nevertheless, Ibn al-Qalanisi reports 
that several managed to flee and sought refuge among the Franj or dis- 
persed in the countryside. 
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Even though Ibn al-Khashab had thus deprived the Assassins of 
their major bastion in Syria, their astonishing career had only just 
begun. Drawing lessons from their failure, the sect altered its tac- 
tics. Hasan’s new envoy to Syria, a Persian propagandist by the 
name of Bahram, decided to call a temporary halt to all spectacu- 
lar actions and to return to careful and discreet organization and 
infiltration. 


Bahram, the Damascene chronicler relates, lived in the greatest 
secrecy and seclusion, changing his dress and appearance so 
cleverly that he moved through the cities and strongholds 
without anyone suspecting his identity. 


Within a few weeks, he had organized a network powerful 
enough to contemplate emerging from clandestinity. He found an 
excellent protector in Ridwan’s replacement. 


One day, says Ibn al-Qalanisi, Bahram arrived in Damascus, 
where the atabeg Tughtigin received him quite correctly, as a 
precaution against his misdeeds and those of his gang. He 
was shown great respect and assured of vigilant protection. 
The second-ranking personality of the Syrian metropolis, the 
vizier Tahir al-Mazdaghani, came to an understanding with 
Bahram, although he did not belong to the sect, and helped 
him to plant the snares of his malfeasance wherever he 
willed. 


In fact, despite the death of Hasan Ibn al-Sabbah in his Alamtt 
retreat in 1124, there was a sharp recrudescence of the activity of 
the Assassins. The murder of Ibn al-Khashab was not an isolated 
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act. A year later, another ‘turbaned resister’ of the first impor- 
tance fell under their blows. All the chroniclers relate his assassi- 
nation with the utmost solemnity, for the man who, in August 
1099, had led the first manifestation of popular outrage against 
the Frankish invasion had become one of the Muslim world’s 
leading religious authorities. It was announced from Iraq that the 
gadi of qadis of Baghdad, the splendour of Islam, Abit sa‘ad al- 
Harawi, had been attacked by Batinis in the great mosque of 
Hamadan. They had stabbed him to death and fled immediately, 
leaving no clue or trace behind them. So great was the fear they 
inspired that no one dared pursue them. The crime aroused great 
indignation in Damascus, where al-Harawi had lived for many 
years. The activities of the Assassins were by now provoking 
mounting hostility, especially in religious circles. The best of the 
faithful were furious, but they held their tongue, because the Bati- 
nis had begun killing those who resisted them and supporting 
those who approved their aberrations. No one dared to criticize 
them publicly, neither emir, nor vizier, nor sultan. 

This terror was understandable. On 26 November 1126 al-Bor- 
soki himself, the powerful master of Aleppo and Mosul, suffered 
the terrible vengeance of the Assassins. 


And yet, wrote Ibn al-Qalanisi in astonishment, the emir had 
been on his guard. He wore a coat of mail that could not be 
penetrated by sabre or knife-blade, and he was always sur- 
rounded by soldiers armed to the teeth. But there is no es- 
cape from fate. Al-Borsoki had gone, as usual, to the great 
mosque of Mosul to say his Friday prayers. The scoundrels 
were there, dressed as Sufis, praying in a corner without 
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arousing any suspicion. Suddenly they leapt upon him and 
struck him several blows, though without piercing his coat of 
mail. When the B tinis saw that the daggers had not harmed 
the emir, one of them cried: ‘Strike high, at his head!’ They 
struck him in the throat and knife thrusts rained down upon 
him. Al-Borsoki died a martyr, and his murderers were put to 


death. 


Never had the threat represented by the Assassins been so seri- 
ous. They were no longer simply pests, but had become a plague 
torturing the Arab world at a time when all its energies were re- 
quired to confront the Frankish occupation. Moreover, the skein 
of killings was not yet fully unravelled. A few months after the 
death of al-Borsoki, his son, who had just succeeded him, was in 
turn assassinated. Four rival emirs then contended for power in 
Aleppo, and Ibn al-Khashab was no longer on the scene to main- 
tain a minimum of cohesion. In autumn 1127, as the city sank 
into anarchy, the Franj reappeared at the walls. Antioch had a 
new prince, the young son of the great Bohemond, a huge blond 
man of eighteen who had just arrived from his homeland to take 
possession of the familial heritage. He bore his father's first name 
and also possessed his impetuous character. The Aleppans lost no 
time in paying tribute to him, and the most defeatist already saw 
him as the future conqueror of their city. 

The situation in Damascus was no less tragic. The atabeg 
Tughtigin, ageing and sick, no longer exercised the slightest con- 
trol over the Assassins. They had their own armed militia, the 
city administration was in their hands, and the vizier al- 
Mazdaghani, who was devoted to them body and soul, had estab- 
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lished close contacts with Jerusalem. For his part, Baldwin II 
made no secret of his intention to crown his career by taking the 
Syrian metropolis. Only the presence of the aged Tughtigin 
seemed still to prevent the Assassins from handing the city over 
to the Franj. But the reprieve was to be brief. By early 1128 the 
atabeg was visibly wasting away and could no longer rise from his 
bed. Plots were being hatched at his bedside. He finally expired 
on 12 February, after designating his son Buri as his successor. 
The Damascenes were convinced that the fall of their city was 
now only a matter of time. 

Discussing this critical period of Arab history a century later, 
Ibn al-Athir would write with good reason: 


With the death of Tughtigin, the last man capable of con- 
fronting the Franj was gone. The latter then seemed in a po- 
sition to occupy all of Syria. But God in his infinite kindness 
took pity on the Muslims. 
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Part Three 


I was about to begin the prayer when a Franj threw himself upon me, 
seized me, and turned my face to the East, telling me, ‘That’s how you 
pray!’ 


USAMAH IBN MUNQIDH 
Chronicler (1095-1188) 
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6 


The Damascus Conspiracies 


The vizier al-Mazdaghani, Ibn al-Qalanisi relates, went, as he 
did every day, to the Pavilion of Roses, in the palace of the 
citadel, in Damascus. All the emirs and military officers were 
gathered there. The meeting dealt with various matters. Buri, 
son of Tughtigin, who was now master of the city, exchanged 
views with all those present, whereupon they rose to return 
to their residences. According to custom, the vizier was sup- 
posed to leave after the others. As he stood, Buri gestured to 
one of his associates, who promptly struck al-Mazdaghani 
several sabre blows on his head. He was then beheaded, and 
his body, in two pieces, was carried to the Gate of Iron that 
all might see what God had in store for those who had re- 
course to deceit. 


News ofthe death of the Assassins’ protector spread through the 
souks of Damascus within a few minutes, and was immediately 
followed by a man-hunt. A huge crowd fanned out through the 
streets, brandishing sabres and daggers. All the Batinis, their rela- 
tives, their friends, and anyone suspected of sympathy for them 
were tracked through the city, followed home and mercilessly 
slaughtered. Their leaders were crucified on the battlements of 
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the city ramparts. Several members of Ibn al-Qalanisi’s family 
took an active part in the massacre. It might be thought that the 
chronicler himself, who was a 57-year-old high-ranking func- 
tionary in that September of 1129, would not have mixed with 
the populace. But his tone speaks volumes about his state of 
mind during those bloody hours: By morning, the public squares were 
rid ofthe Batinis, and howling dogs vied for their corpses. 

The Damascenes were visibly outraged by the Assassins’ hold 
on their city, and none more so than the son ofTughtigin, who re- 
fused to play his allotted role of puppet in the hands of the sect 
and of the vizier al-Mazdaghani. For Ibn al-Athir, however, this 
was not a mere power struggle, but a fight to save the Syrian me- 
tropolis from imminent disaster: al-Mazdaghani had written to the 
Franj proposing to hand over Damascus to them if they would give him the 
city of Tyre in return. Agreement had been reached. They had even set the 
date, a Friday. Indeed, the troops of Baldwin II were expected at 
any minute at the city walls; groups of armed Assassins planned 
to throw open the gates for them, while other commandos were 
sent to guard the exits of the great mosque to prevent dignitaries 
and officers from leaving the building until the Franj had occu- 
pied the city. A few days before the scheduled execution of this 
plan, Buri, who had learned of it, hurried to eliminate the vizier, 
thus giving the signal that unleashed the population against the 
Assassins. 

Had there really been such a plot? One is tempted to doubt it, 
since Ibn al-Qalanisi himself, despite his evident hatred of the 
Batinis, never accused them of seeking to deliver the city to the 
Franj. Nevertheless, Ibn al-Athir's account is not implausible. The 
Assassins and their ally al-Mazdaghani felt threatened not only by 
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mounting popular hostility, but also by the intrigues of Buri and 
his entourage. Moreover, they knew that the Franj had decided to 
take Damascus regardless of the cost. Rather than have to fight 
too many enemies at once, the sect might well have decided to es- 
tablish a sanctuary such as Tyre from which preachers and killers 
could be sent into Fatimid Egypt, now the principal target of the 
disciples of I:Iasan Ibn al-Sabba.J:i. 

The sequel to these events lends credence to the hypothesis 
that there had in fact been a plot. The few Ba.finis who survived 
the massacre went to settle in Palestine, under the protection of 
Baldwin II, to whom they delivered Baniyas, a powerful fortress 
situated at the foot of Mount Hermon that controls the route 
from Jerusalem to Damascus. Moreover, several weeks later, a 
powerful Frankish army appeared in the environs of the Syrian 
metropolis. It included nearly ten thousand knights and foot-sol- 
diers, who came not only from Palestine but also from Antioch, 
Edessa, and Tripoli; there were also several hundred warriors 
freshly arrived from the land of the Franj, who loudly proclaimed 
their intention to seize Damascus. The most fanatical of them be- 
longed to the order of the Templars, a religio-military society 
founded ten years earlier in Palestine. 

Since he lacked sufficient troops to confront the invaders, Buri 
hastily appealed to a number of Turkish nomadic bands and a few 
Arab tribes of the region, promising them lucrative recompense if 
they would help to repel the attack. The son ofTughtigin was well 
aware that he would be unable to rely on these mercenaries for 
very long, for they would quickly desert to indulge their lust for 
plunder. His prime concern was therefore to join the battle as 
soon as possible. One day in November his scouts informed him 
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that several thousand Franj had begun foraging in the rich plain 
of Ghuta. Without delay he dispatched his entire army to give 
chase. The Occidentals, taken by surprise, were quickly surround- 
ed. Some of their knights did not even have time to retrieve their 
mounts. 


The Turks and the Arabs returned to Damascus late in the 
afternoon, Ibn al-Qalanisi relates. They were triumphant, joy- 
ous and laden with booty. The populace rejoiced, morale 
soared, and the army decided to attack the Franj in their own 
camp. At dawn the next day, many horsemen set out at full 
gallop. When they saw great clouds of rising smoke, they 
thought they had found the Franj, but when they drew near, 
they discovered that the enemy had decamped after setting 
fire to their equipment, for they had no more beasts of bur- 
den to carry it. 


Despite this setback, Baldwin II reassembled his troops for a 
fresh attack on Damascus. At the beginning of September the re- 
gion was suddenly engulfed by torrential rains. The Franj camp 
was transformed into a sea of mud in which men and horses alike 
were soon hopelessly mired. Broken-hearted, the king of 
Jerusalem ordered his men to retreat. 

Buri, who upon his accession to the throne had been consid- 
ered a frivolous and timorous emir, had saved Damascus from the 
two major dangers threatening it, the Franj and the Assassins. 
Drawing the lessons of his defeat, Baldwin II definitively re- 
nounced any new expedition against the city he coveted. 


But Buri had not silenced all his enemies. One day two individu- 
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als dressed in the Turkish style, with robes and pointed calottes, 
arrived in Damascus. They said they were seeking work at a fixed 
salary, and the son of Tughtigin hired them for his personal body- 
guard. One morning in May 1131, while the emir was returning 
to his palace from his ammam, the two men sprang upon him and 
wounded him in the stomach. Before their execution they con- 
fessed that the master of the Assassins had sent them from the 
fortress of Alamut to seek vengeance for their brothers who had 
been exterminated by the son ofTughtigin. 

Many physicians were summoned to the victim's bedside, in 
particular, Ibn al-Qalanisi reports, surgeons expert in the treatment of 
wounds. The medical care then available in Damascus was among 
the best in the world. Dugaq had founded a hospital, a muristan, 
and a second one would be built in 1154. The traveller Ibn Jubayr, 
who visited both of them several years later, described how they 
worked. 


Each hospital has administrators who keep the records, 
which list the names of the patients, the expenses required 
for their care and nourishment, and various other sorts of in- 
formation. The physicians come every morning to examine 
the patients and prescribe the remedies and diets that can 
cure them, depending on what is required for each individ- 
ual. 


After the visit of these surgeons, Buri, who began to feel better, 
insisted on returning home on horseback to receive his friends for 
the usual day's chat and drinking. But this excessive enthusiasm 
eventually proved fatal to the patient, for his wound never healed 
properly. He died in June 1132, after thirteen months of terrible 
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suffering. Once again, the Assassins had had their revenge. 

Buri was the first architect of a victorious riposte by the Arab 
world to the Frankish occupation, although his all-too-brief reign 
bequeathed no lasting memory, for it coincided with the rise ofa 
personality of a wholly different stamp: the atabeg 'Imad al-Din 
Zangi:, the new ruler of Aleppo and Mosul, a man Ibn al-Athi:r 
considered no less than the gift 0 fdivine providence to the Muslims. 

At first glance, this dark-skinned officer with the bristly beard 
looked little different from the many Turkish military comman- 
ders who had preceded him in this interminable war against the 
Franj. Frequently dead drunk and, like them, prepared to resort to 
any amount ofcruelty and perfidy to achieve his ends, Zangi: often 
combated the Muslims with greater obstinacy than he did the 
Franj. What was known of him on that eighteenth day of June 
1128, when he solemnly entered Aleppo, was scarcely encourag- 
ing. He had acquired his principal claim to fame the previous 
year, when he had suppressed a revolt by the caliph of Baghdad 
against his Seljuk protectors. The light-hearted al-Mustaihir had 
died in 1118, passing the throne to his son al-Mustarshid Billah, a 
young man of twenty-five with blue eyes, red hair, and a freckled 
face. It was his ambition to revive the glorious tradition of his ear- 
liest ‘Abbasid ancestors. The moment seemed propitious, for Sul- 
tan Mu}iammad had just died, and the usual war of succession 
had broken out. The young caliph seized the opportunity to take 
direct control of his troops, an act unprecedented for more than 
two centuries. A talented orator, al-Mustarshid won the support 
of the population of his capital. 

Paradoxically, just when the prince of the faithful had broken 
with a long tradition of caliphal lethargy, the sultanate had fallen 
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to a fourteen-year-old boy interested only in hunting and in the 
pleasures of the harem. Mal)miid, the son of Mubammad, was 
treated with condescension by al-Mustarshid, who frequently ad- 
vised him to go back to Persia. It was a genuine revolt by the 
Arabs against the Turks, those foreign military officers who had 
dominated them for so long. Unable to deal with the insurrection, 
the sultan appealed to Zangi, who was then governor of the rich 
port of Basra, at the north-west tip of the Gulf. His intervention 
was decisive: defeated near Baghdad, the caliph's troops surren- 
dered their weapons, and the prince of the faithful retreated to 
his palace to await better days. Several months later, to repay 
Zangi for his precious aid, the sultan entrusted him with the gov- 
ernment of Mosul and Aleppo. 

One could well have imagined more glorious military exploits 
for this future hero of Islam. But it was with good reason that 
Zangi would one day be hailed as the first great combatant of the 
jihad against the Franj. Before him, Turkish generals would arrive 
in Syria accompanied by troops anxious to engage in plunder and 
depart with as much money and booty as possible. The effects of 
their victories were rapidly wiped out by subsequent defeats. 
Troops were demobilized one year only to be remobilized the 
next. All this changed with Zangi. For eighteen years this inde- 
fatigable warrior would travel the length and breadth of Syria and 
Iraq, sleeping on a straw mat to protect himself from the mud, 
fighting with some, sealing pacts with others, and intriguing 
against everyone. Never did he dream of residing peacefully in 
one of the many paiaces of his vast fiefdom. 

His entourage was made up not of courtesans and flatterers but 
of seasoned political advisers whom he had learned to heed. He 
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ran a network of informers who kept him regularly apprised of 
what was afoot in Baghdad, Isfahan, Damascus, Antioch, and 
Jerusalem, as well as in his own cities of Aleppo and Mosul. Un- 
like the other armies that had fought the Franj, his was not com- 
manded by a multitude of autonomous emirs ever ready for trea- 
son or internecine quarrels. Discipline was strict, punishment 
merciless at the slightest infraction. According to Kamal al-Din, 
the soldiers of the atabeg seemed to march between two ropes-in an ef- 
fort not to step into any cultivated fields. Once, Ibn al-Athir re- 
ports, one of Zangf's emirs who had been granted a small city as afiefdom 
took over the residence ofa rich Jewish merchant. The latter asked to see the 
atabeg and set out his objections. Zangf glanced once at the emir, who evac- 
uated the house immediately. Moreover, the master of Aleppo made 
the same demands on himself as he did on others. When he ar- 
rived at a city, he would sleep outside the walls in his tent, con- 
temptuous of the many palaces at his disposal. 


Zangi, the Mosul historian says, was also very concerned 
about the honour of women, especially of the wives of his 
soldiers. He used to say that if they were not well looked af- 
ter, they would soon be corrupted, because of the long ab- 
sences oftheir husbands during campaigns. 


Zangi was possessed of severity, perseverence, and a strong 
sense of state, all qualities tragically lacking in the leaders of the 
Arab world. Even more important for the future, Zangi was great- 
ly concerned about legitimacy. Upon his arrival in Aleppo he took 
three initiatives, made three symbolic gestures. The first was by 
now classic: he married the daughter of Riciwan, already the wid- 
ow of Ilghazi and Balak. The second was to transfer his father’s 
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remains to the city, to demonstrate his family’s new roots in the 
fiefdom. The third was to obtain from the sultan undisputed au- 
thority over the whole of Syria and northern Iraq. Zangi thereby 
clearly indicated that he was no mere peripatetic adventurer, but 
the founder ofa state that was expected to survive him. This ele- 
ment of cohesion that he introduced in the Arab world would not 
have its effects for several years yet. Intestine quarrels were to 
paralyse the Muslim princes-and indeed the atabeg himself-for 
a long time to come. 

Nevertheless, the time seemed ripe to organize a sweeping 
counter-offensive, for the unshakeable solidarity that had hitherto 
been the great strength of the Occidentals now seemed seriously 
in doubt. It is said that discord has arisen among the Franj, something un- 
usual for them. Ibn al-Qalanisi says no more about it, except: It has 
even been said that they have fought among themselves and that several 
were killed. But the chronicler's astonishment pales before that felt 
by Zangi the day he received a message from Alix, daughter of 
Baldwin I, king ofJerusalem, offering him an alliance against her 
own father. 

This strange affair began in February 1130, when Prince Bohe- 
mond II of Antioch, then fighting in the north, fell into an am- 
bush laid by Ghazi, the son of the emir Danishmend, who had 
captured Bohemond I thirty years before. Bohemond IL, who 
lacked his father's luck, was killed in the fighting, and his blond 
head, carefully embalmed and enclosed in a silver box, was sent 
to the caliph as a gift. When news of his death reached Antioch, 
his widow, Alix, organized what amounted to a coup d'etat. It ap- 
pears that she had the support of the Armenian, Greek, and Syri- 
an populations of Antioch; she first secured her control of the city 


164 of 405 


The Crusades Through Arab Eyes (Saqi Essentials) 


and then made contact with Zangi. It was a curious attitude for 
her to have taken, one that heralded the advent of a new, second 
generation of Franj, who had little in common with the pioneers 
ofthe invasion. The young princess, whose mother was Armenian 
and who had never set eyes on Europe, felt Oriental and acted as 
such. Informed of his daughter's rebellion, the king ofJerusalem 
immediately marched north at the head of his army. Shortly be- 
fore reaching Antioch, he happened upon a knight of dazzling ap- 
pearance, whose pure white charger wore shoes of silver and was 
barded, from mane to breast, with superb chiselled armour. The 
horse was a gift from Alix to Zangi and was accompanied by a let- 
ter in which the princess asked the atabeg to come to her aid, 
promising to recognize his suzerainty in return. After having the 
messenger hanged, Baldwin II continued on his way to Antioch, 
where he rapidly reestablished his control. Alix capitulated after 
purely symbolic resistance in the citadel. Her father exiled her to 
the port of Latakia. 

Shortly afterwards, however, in August 1131, the king of 
Jerusalem died. He received a proper obituary from the Dama- 
scene chronicler-a sign of the times, for by then the Franj were 
no longer an undifferentiated mass among whom it was just pos- 
sible to identify a few commanders, as had been the case during 
the initial period of the invasion. Ibn al-Qalanisi's chronicle now 
pays attention to detail, and even sketches out an analysis. 


Baldwin, he writes, was an old man polished by time and 
misfortune. He had fallen into the hands of the Muslims but 
escaped by dint of his celebrated ruses. With his death, the 
Franj lost their most perceptive politician and their most 
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competent administrator. Royal power fell to the count of 
Anjou, recently arrived by sea from their country. But his 
judgement was unsound and his administration ineffective, 
so the loss of Baldwin plunged the Franj into turmoil and 
disorder. 


The third king of Jersualem-Fulk of Anjou, a stocky, red- 
haired quinquagenarian who was married to Melisende, the elder 
sister of Alix-was indeed a newcomer. Baldwin, like the great 
majority of the Frankish princes, had no male heir. Because of 
their worse-than-primitive health standards and their failure to 
adapt to the living conditions of the Orient, the Occidentals suf- 
fered a very high infant-mortality rate, which according to a well- 
known natural law affects boys more than girls. It was only with 
time that they learned to improve conditions by regular visits to 
the J:iammam and by resorting more frequently to the services of 
Arab physicians. 

Ibn al-Qalanisi was justified in expressing contempt for the po- 
litical capacities of the heir from the West, for it was under Fulk's 
reign that the ‘disorder among the Franj would be most severe. 
As soon as he came to power he was faced with a new insurrec- 
tion led by Alix, which was repressed only with great difficulty. 
Revolt then rumbled in Palestine itself. A persistent rumour had 
it that Fulk's wife, Queen Melisende, had initiated an amorous li- 
aison with a certain young knight, one Hugh of Le Puiset. The 
subsequent conflict between the partisans of the husband and 
those of the lover caused a cleavage within the Franj nobility, who 
were now racked by altercations, duels, and rumours of assassina- 
tion. When Hugh felt threatened, he sought refuge in Ascalon 
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among the Egyptians, who greeted him warmly. He was even of- 
fered the use of Fatimid troops, with which he seized the port of 
Jaffa. It took weeks to dislodge him. 

In December 1132 Fulk assembled his forces to reoccupy Jaffa. 
Meanwhile the new master of Damascus, the young atabeg Is- 
mall, son of Buri, had just taken the fortress of Baniyas by sur- 
prise, the same fortress the Assassins had handed over to the 
Franj three years before. This reconquest, however, was an isolat- 
ed incident. The Muslim princes, absorbed in their own quarrels, 
were unable to take advantage of the dissension afflicting the Oc 
cidentals. Zangi himself was practically invisible in Syria. Once 
again he had been forced to throw himself into a merciless strug- 
gle against the caliph, leaving one of his lieutenants in charge of 
the government of Aleppo. But this time it was al-Mustarshid 
who seemed to have gained the upper hand. 

The sultan Mal).mud, an ally of Zangi, had just died at the age 
of twenty-six, and once again a war of succession had erupted 
within the Seljuk clan. The prince of the faithful had seized upon 
the opportunity to rise again. Promising each of the pretenders 
that he would say the Friday prayers in his name, al-Mustarshid 
became the arbiter of the situation. Zangi was alarmed. Gathering 
his troops, he marched on Baghdad, intending to inflict as crush- 
ing a defeat on al-Mustarshid as he had during their first con- 
frontation five years earlier. But the caliph rode out to meet him 
at the head of several thousand men, near the town of Takrit, on 
the Tigris, north of the ‘Abbasid capital. Zangis troops were cut 
to pieces and the atabeg himself was on the point of falling into 
the hands of his enemies when at the last minute a man inter- 
vened and saved his life. It was the governor of Takrit, a young 
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Kurdish officer by the as yet unknown name of Ayyub. Instead of 
currying favour with the caliph by delivering his adversary to him, 
this officer helped the atabeg cross the river to escape his pursuers 
and return in haste to Mosul. Zangi would never forget this mag- 
nanimous gesture. He pledged indefectible friendship to Ayyiib 
and his family. Many years later, this friendship would be decisive 
in the career of Ayyub's son Yusuf, better known by his surname 
Salal:t al-Din, or Saladin. 

After his victory over Zangi, al-Mustarshid stood at the pinna- 
cle of his glory. The Turks, feeling threatened, united around a 
single Seljuk pretender, Masud, brother of Mal;imud. In January 
1133 the new sultan went to Baghdad to obtain his crown from 
the prince of the faithful. This ceremony was usually a mere for- 
mality, but al-Mustarshid transformed it in his own manner. Ibn 
al-Qalanisi, our ‘journalist’ of the epoch, recounts the scene. 


The imam, prince of the faithful, was seated. Sultan Masud 
was led into his presence and paid him the homage due to 
his rank. The caliph presented him successively with seven 
stately robes, the last of which was black, a jewel-encrusted 
crown, and golden bracelets with a necklace of gold, saying 
to him: ‘Receive this favour with gratitude and fear God in 
public and in private. The sultan kissed the ground, then 
seated himself upon the high stool reserved for him. The 
prince of the faithful then said to him: 'He who does not 
comport himself rightly is not fit to govern others. The 
vizier, who was present, repeated these words in Persian and 
renewed his vows and eulogies. Then the caliph had two 
sabres brought and handed them solemnly to the sultan, 
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along with two pennants, which he knotted with his own 
hand. At the conclusion of the interchange, the imam al-Mus- 
tarshid spoke these words: ‘Go, carry that which I have given 
you, and count yourself among the grateful.’ 


The Y%.bbasid sovereign evinced great self-assurance, although 
we may naturally wonder how much of it was a matter of keeping 
up appearances. He lectured the Turk with nonchalance, certain 
that the new-found unity of the Seljuks would inevitably threaten 
his nascent power in the long run, but he nevertheless recognized 
him as the legitimate sultan. In 1133, however, he dreamt of con- 
quest once again. In June he set out for Mosul at the head of his 
troops, determined to take the city and to finish off Zangi at the 
same time. Sultan Masiiid did not seek to dissuade him. He even 
suggested that al-Mustarshid reunite Syria and Iraq in a single 
state under his own authority, an idea that would be taken up of- 
ten enough in the future. But while putting forward these propos- 
als, the Seljuk also helped Zangi to resist the attacks of the caliph, 
who besieged Mosul for three months, but in vain. 

This setback marked a fatal turn in the fortunes of al-Mus- 
tarshid. Abandoned by most of his emirs, he was defeated and 
captured in June 1135 by Masiiid, who had him savagely assassi- 
nated two months later. The prince of the faithful was found 
naked in his tent, his ears and nose severed, his body pierced by a 
score of knife wounds. 

As long as Zangi was so totally absorbed in this conflict, he was 
unable to take a direct interest in Syrian affairs. He would in any 
case have remained in Iraq until the attempt at %.bbasid restora- 
tion was definitely crushed had he not received, in January 1135, 
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a desperate appeal from Ismail, the son of Buri and ruler of Dam- 
ascus, requesting that he come as quickly as possible to take pos- 
session of his city. 'If there is any delay’, wrote Ismail, I shall be 
compelled to call upon the Franj, and to deliver Damascus and all 
it contains to them; responsibility for the blood of its inhabitants 
would then rest with Imad al-Din Zangi.' 

Ismail, who feared for his life and thought he detected murder- 
ers lurking in every nook and cranny of his palace, decided to 
leave his capital and to seek refuge, under Zangis protection, in 
the fortress of Sarkhad south of the city, where he had already 
moved his wealth and wardrobe. 

The reign of the son of Buri had actually begun quite auspi- 
ciously. Having come to power at the age of nineteen, he exhibit- 
ed admirable dynamism; the best illustration of this was his re- 
capture of Baniyas. Granted, he was arrogant and scarcely heeded 
the advisers of his father, nor those of his grandfather Tughtigin. 
But people were prepared to attribute this to his youth. On the 
other hand, Damascenes found it hard to put up with the mount- 
ing greed of their master, who regularly imposed new taxes upon 
them. 

It was not until 1134 that the situation began to take a tragic 
turn, when an old female slave by the name of Ailba, formerly in 
the service of Tughtigin, tried to assassinate her master. Ismail, 
who barely escaped death, insisted on hearing the confession of 
his assailant personally. ‘If I acted as I did’, the slave responded, 
it was to win God's favour by ridding the people of your malefi- 
cent existence. You have oppressed the poor and helpless, the ar- 
tisans, the pedlars, and the peasants. You have treated civilians 
and military men with disrespect.’ Ailba was then ordered to list 
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the names of all those who, like herself, desired the death of Is- 
ma'il. Traumatized to the point of madness, the son of Buri or- 
dered the arrest of all the people named and had them put to 
death without further ado. Even these unjust executions did not satisfy 
him, the chronicler of Damascus relates. He suspected his own broth- 
er, Sawinj, and inflicted the worst of tortures upon him, locking him in a 
cell where he finally starved to death. His maleficence and injustice knew no 
bounds. 

Ismail was trapped in a vicious circle. Every execution aug- 
mented his fear of fresh vengeance, and he ordered yet other 
death sentences in an effort to protect himself. When he realized 
that things could not go on much longer, he decided to hand his 
city over to Zangi and to withdraw to the Sarkhad fortress. Now, 
for years the people of Damascus had heartily detested the ruler 
of Aleppo. Their hatred dated back to the end of 1129, when 
Zangi had written to Buri inviting him to take part in an expedi- 
tion against the Franj. The lord of Damascus had quickly agreed, 
and dispatched five hundred cavalry commanded by his best offi- 
cers and accompanied by his own son, the unfortunate Sawinj. Af- 
ter greeting them respectfully, Zangi had disarmed and impris- 
oned them all, informing Buri that if he ever dared oppose him, 
the lives of the hostages would be in danger. It was not until two 
years later that Sawinj was released. 

In 1135 the Damascenes still remembered this betrayal, and 
when the city's dignitaries got wind of lsma'il's designs, they re- 
solved to oppose them by any means necessary. Meetings of the 
emirs, notables, and principal slaves were held; they all wanted to 
save both their lives and their city. A group of conspirators decid- 
ed to explain the situation to Isma‘il’s mother, the princess Zu- 
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murrud, ‘Emerald’. 


She was horrified at what she heard, the chronicler of Damas- 
cus reports. She summoned her son and upbraided him se- 
verely. Her desire to do good, her profound religious senti- 
ments, and her intelligence then led her to conceive a way to 
extirpate the evil at its roots and to redress the situation of 
Damascus and its inhabitants. She pored over the affair just 
as a man of good sense and experience would have done, ex- 
amining things lucidly. She could find no remedy for the 
maleficence of her son except to dispose of him and thus to 
put an end to the mounting disorder for which he was re- 
sponsible. 


The execution of her plan was not long in coming. 


The princess now thought of nothing else but this project. 
She waited for a time when her son would be alone, without 
slaves or squires, and ordered his servants to cut him down 
mercilessly. She herself showed neither compassion nor sor- 
row. She then had the corpse carried somewhere in the 
palace where it was sure to be discovered. Everyone rejoiced 
at the fall of Isma‘il. They thanked God, praising and offering 
prayers for the princess. 


Did Zumurrud have her own son killed to prevent him from 
handing Damascus over to Zangi? It is doubtful, for three years 
later the princess would marry this same Zangi, and would actual- 
ly implore him to occupy her city. Nor would she have acted to 
avenge Sawinj, who was the son of another of Buri’s wives. Proba- 
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bly then, we must accept the explanation offered by Ibn al-Athir: 
Zumurrud was the mistress of Isma‘il’s chief adviser, and when 
she learned that her son planned to kill her lover, and perhaps to 
punish her as well, she decided to take action. 

Whatever her real motives, the princess robbed her future hus- 
band of an easy conquest, for on 30 January 1135, the day Isma‘il 
was assassinated, Zangi was already on his way to Damascus. A 
week later, when his army crossed the Euphrates, Zumurrud in- 
stalled Mahmitd, another of her sons, on the throne, and the pop- 
ulace prepared to resist Zangi actively. The atabeg, unaware of the 
death of Isma‘il, sent representatives to Damascus to examine the 
modalities of capitulation. They were politely received, of course, 
but were not told of the latest developments. Furious, Zangi re- 
fused to turn back. He set up camp north-east of the city and in- 
structed his scouts to find out where and how he could attack. 
But he soon realized that the defenders were determined to fight 
to the bitter end. They were led by one Mu ‘in al-Din ‘Unar, a wily 
and stubborn Turkish officer and old comrade-in-arms of Tughti- 
gin who was to be a thorn in Zangi’s side more than once in years 
to come. After several skirmishes, the atabeg decided to seek a 
compromise. As a face-saving gesture, the leader of the besieged 
city paid him homage and recognized his suzerainty, which re- 
mained, however, purely nominal. 

The atabeg left Damascus in the middle of March. To raise the 
morale of his troops, who had found this useless campaign trying, 
he immediately led them north and, with stunning alacrity, seized 
four Frankish strongholds, among them the infamous Ma‘arra. In 
spite of these exploits, his prestige was tarnished. Not until two 
years later was he able, through a striking action, to bury the 
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memory of his setback at Damascus. Paradoxically, Mu‘in al-Din 
‘Unar was to be, unwittingly, the man who offered Zangi the op- 7 
portunity to redeem himself. 


An Emir Among Barbarians 


In June 1137 Zangi arrived, with an impressive array of siege ma- 
chinery, in the vineyards surrounding Homs, the principal city of 
central Syria and traditionally an object of contention between 
Aleppo and Damascus. At the time, the Damascenes controlled it; 
indeed, the governor of the city was none other than old Mu ‘in al- 
Din ‘Unar. When he saw the catapults and mangonels being set 
up by his enemy, Mu‘in al-Din realized that he would be unable 
to resist for long. He arranged to send word to the Franj that he 
planned to capitulate. The knights of Tripoli, who had no desire 
to see Zangi establish a base a mere two days’ march from their 
city, set out to meet him. ‘Unar’s stratagem met with complete 
success: fearing that he might be forced to fight on two fronts, 
the atabeg concluded a hasty truce with his old enemy and turned 
against the Franj. He decided to lay siege to their most powerful 
fortress in the region, Barin. The uneasy knights of Tripoli called 
upon King Fulk of Jerusalem to come to their rescue, and he has- 
tened to join them with his army. Thus it was that the first impor- 
tant battle between Zangi and the Franj took place before the 
walls of Barin, in a cultivated, terraced valley. It is perhaps sur- 
prising that this was the first such engagement, for the atabeg had 
been ruler of Aleppo for more than nine years. 
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The battle was brief but decisive. Within a few hours the Occi- 
dentals, exhausted by their long forced march, were crushed by 
overwhelming numbers and were cut to pieces. Only the king and 
a few members of his entourage managed to take refuge in the 
fortress. Fulk had just enough time to send a message to 
Jerusalem appealing for reinforcements when, as Ibn al-Athir re- 
lates, Zangf cut offall communications, allowing no news to filter through; 
the besieged ro longer knew what was happening in their country, so strict 
was the control of the routes. 

Such a blockade would have had no effect whatever on the 
Arabs. For centuries they had used carrier-pigeons to convey mes- 
sages from town to town. Every army on the march carried pi- 
geons that had been raised in various Muslim cities and strong- 
holds. They had been trained always to return to their nests of 
origin. It was therefore enough to scribble a message, roll it up, 
attach it to a pigeon’'s leg, and release the bird, which would then 
fly, much faster than the swiftest charger, to announce victory, de- 
feat, or the death ofa prince, to call for assistance or to encourage 
resistance among a beleaguered garrison. As the Arab mobiliza- 
tion against the Franj became better organized, a regular pigeon- 
post service was established between Damascus, Cairo, Aleppo, 
and other cities, the state even paying salaries to the people in 
charge of raising and training these birds. 

In fact, it was during their stay in the Orient that the Franj 
were initiated into the art of raising and training carrier-pigeons, 
which would later become something ofa fad in their home coun- 
tries. At the time of the siege of Barin, however, they knew noth- 
ing of this means of communication, whereas Zangi was able to 
take advantage ofit. The atabeg began by stepping up the pressure 
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on the besieged, but then, after bitter negotiations, he offered 
them advantageous terms of surrender: they would hand over the 
fortress and pay fifty thousand dinars; in exchange, he would let 
them leave in peace. Fulk and his men surrendered and fled at a 
gallop, delighted to have got off so lightly. Shortly after leaving 
Barin, th, encountered the bulk of the reinforcements that were coming to 
their aid, and th,, regretted their decision, but it was too late. This had 
happened, according to Ibn al-Athir, only because the Franj had been 
completely cut offfrom the outside world. 

Zangi was especially pleased with his resolution of the Barin 
affair, for he had just received some particularly alarming news: 
the Byzantine emperor John IIT Comnenus, who had succeeded his 
father Alexius in 1118, was en route to northern Syria with tens 
of thousands of men. As soon as Fulk departed Barin, the atabeg 
leapt on his mount and rushed to Aleppo. This city, a special tar- 
get of the Rum in the past, was seething. In anticipation of an at- 
tack, the citizens had begun to empty the trenches around the 
city walls. (In peacetime people had the bad habit of dumping 
their rubbish in them.) But emissaries of the basileus soon ar- 
rived to reassure Zangi: their objective was not Aleppo but Anti- 
och, the Frankish city to which the Rum had always laid claim. In- 
deed the atabeg soon learned, not without satisfaction, that Anti- 
och was already under siege, being bombarded with catapults. 
Leaving the Christians to their own disputes, Zangi turned back 
to besiege Homs, where ‘Unar continued to hold out against him. 

Rum and Franj, however, reconciled their differences more 
quickly than expected. ‘To placate the basileus, the Occidentals 
promised to restore Antioch to Constantinople, while in return 
John Comnenus promised to deliver several Muslim cities of Syria 


177 of 405 


Maalouf, Amin 


to them. A new war of conquest was launched in March 1138. 
The emperor's lieutenants were two Frankish commanders, 
Joscelin IL, the new count of Edessa, and a knight by the name of 
Raymond, who had just taken charge of the principality of Anti- 
och by marrying Constance, the eight-year-old daughter of Bohe- 
mond II and Alix. 

In April the allies laid siege to Shayzar, bringing eighteen cata- 
pults and mangonels into the battle. The old emir Sultan Ibn 
Mungidh, who had been governor of the city even before the start 
of the Frankish invasion, scarcely seemed capable of resisting the 
joint forces of the Rum and the Franj. According to Ibn al-Athir, 
the allies selected Shayzar as their target because th,, hoped that 
Zangf would not bother to defend with any vigour a city that did not belong 
to him. They did not know the man. The Turk organized and di- 
rected the resistance pesonally. In fact, the battle of Shayzar was 
an occasion for him to display his admirable qualities as a man of 
state more clearly than ever. 

In just a few weeks he turned the entire Middle East upside 
down. After dispatching messengers to Anatolia, where they con- 
vinced the successors of Danishmend to attack Byzantine territo- 
ty, he sent agitators to Baghdad to organize a riot similar to that 
which Ibn al-Khashab had fomented in 1111, thus forcing Sultan 
Mas'ud to send troops to Shayzar. He then wrote to all the emirs 
of Syria and Jazira calling upon them, with appropriate accompa- 
nying threats, to commit all their forces to driving back this new 
invasion. The army of the atabeg himself, far less numerous than 
that of the enemy, avoided any frontal attack and instead started 
to harass the enemy. Meanwhile Zangl initiated an intense corre- 
spondence with the basileus and the Frankish commanders. He 
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‘informed’ the emperor-and this was in fact true-that his allies 
feared him and were impatiently awaiting his departure from Syr- 
ia. He then sent messages to the Franj, in particular to Joscelin of 
Edessa and Raymond of Antioch: Do you not understand, he asked 
them, that if the Rum occupied a single stronghold in Syria, they would 
soon seize all your cities? He dispatched numerous agents, most of 
them Christians of Syria, to mingle among the rank-and-file 
Byzantines and Franj. Their task was to spread demoralizing ru- 
mours about the approach of gigantic armies coming to the res- 
cue from Persia, Irag, and Anatolia. 

This propaganda had its effect, especially among the Franj. 
While the basileus, wearing his golden helmet, personally direct- 
ed the firing of the catapults, the lords of Edessa and Antioch sat 
in their tents and played interminable games of dice. This pas- 
time, popular back in Pharaonic Egypt, was equally widespread 
throughout East and West in the twelfth century. The Arabs 
called it al-zahr, a word the Franj adopted to designate not the 
game itself, but chance (hasard). 

It was a resounding victory for Zangi. The atabeg now appeared 
as a saviour throughout the Arab world, where the alliance of the 
Rum and the Franj had caused great dread. Naturally, he was now 
determined to use his prestige to seek a quick solution to a num- 
ber of problems that had been gnawing at him, in the first place 
the question of Homs. At the end of May, as soon as the battle of 
Shayzar ended, ZanglI reached a curious agreement with Damas- 
cus. He would marry the princess Zumurrud and receive the city 
of Homs as a dowry. Three months later, the mother who had 
murdered her own son arrived with an entourage to join formally 
with her new husband. Guests at the ceremony included repre- 
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sentatives of the sultan and of the caliphs of Baghdad and Cairo, 
and even ambassadors sent by the Rum, who, having experienced 
Zangis displeasure, had decided to maintain more friendly rela- 
tions with him. 

Now that he had become master of Mosul, Aleppo, and all of 
central Syria, the atabeg set himself the objective of taking Damas- 
cus too, with the aid of his new wife. He hoped that she would be 
able to convince her son Ma}Jmud to hand over his capital with- 
out a fight. The princess hesitated, stalled. Once he found that he 
could not rely on her, Zangi abandoned her. But in July 1139, 
while in I:Iamln, he received an urgent message from Zumurrud: 
Mal)mud had just been assassinated, stabbed to death in his bed 
by three of his slaves. The princess begged her husband to march 
on Damascus without delay to take the city and punish her son's 
murderers. The atabeg set out immediately. Although not indiffer- 
ent to the tears of his wife, he mainly believed that the death of 
Ma}Jmud could be used finally to unite all Syria under his authori- 
ty. 

That was to reckon without the immortal ‘Unar, who had re- 
turned to Damascus after the cession of Homs and had taken per- 
sonal charge of the city's affairs upon the death of Ma}Jmud. Ex- 
pecting an offensive by Zangi, Muin al-Din quickly worked out a 
secret plan to deal with it. For the moment, however, he left the 
plan in abeyance and saw to the city's defence. 

Zangi did not march directly on the city he coveted. He began 
by attacking the ancient Roman town of Baalbek, the only ag- 
glomeration of any importance still held by the Damascenes. His 
intention was to encircle the Syrian metropolis and simultaneous- 
ly to demoralize its defenders. In August he set up fourteen man- 
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gonels around Baalbek, which he then pounded relentlessly, hop- 
ing that he would be able to take the city in just a few days and 
then begin the siege of Damascus before summer was out. Baal- 
bek itself capitulated with little resistance, but the defenders of 
the citadel, built with stones taken from an ancient temple of the 
Phoenician god Baal, held out for two long months. Zangi became 
so irritated that, when the garrison finally surrendered at the end 
of October after being assured that their lives would be spared, he 
ordered the crucifixion of thirty-seven fighters and had the com- 
mander burned alive. This act of savagery, meant to convince the 
Damascenes that any resistance would amount to suicide, had 
just the opposite effect. Solidly united behind ‘Unar, the popula- 
tion of the Syrian metropolis was more determined than ever to 
fight to the end. In any case, it would soon be winter, and Zangi 
could not contemplate any serious attack before spring. ‘Unar 
would use these few months of respite to perfect his secret plan. 

In April 1140, as the atabeg stepped up his pressure and pre- 
pared for a general attack, 'Unar decided that the time had come 
to implement his plan: he would ask the army of the Franj, under 
the command of King Fulk, to come to the rescue of Damascus. 
This was not to be a one-off operation, but the inauguration of a 
proper treaty of alliance that would last beyond the death of 
Zangi. 

Indeed, back in 1138, ‘Unar had sent his friend the chronicler 
Usamah Ibn Mungidh to Jerusalem to explore the possibility of 
Franco-Damascene collaboration against the master of Aleppo. 
Well received by the Franj, Usamah had worked out the principles 
ofan accord. Once embassies were established, the chronicler re- 
turned to the holy city at the beginning of 1140, carrying detailed 
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proposals with him: the Frankish army would force Zangi to with- 
draw from the vicinity of Damascus; the forces of the two states 
would unite in the event of any fresh danger; Mun al-Din would 
pay twenty thousand dinars to defray military expenses; finally, a 
joint expedition would be mounted, under Unar's command, to 
occupy the fortress of Baniyas, which had recently fallen into the 
hands of one of Zangi's vassals, and to restore it to the king of 
Jerusalem. As a demonstration of good faith, the Damascenes 
would send the Franj hostages selected from the families of major 
city dignitaries. 

In practice, all this amounted to living under a Frankish protec- 
torate, but the population of the Syrian metropolis was resigned 
to it. Frightened by the atabeg's brutal methods, they unanimous- 
ly approved the treaty negotiated by 'Unar, whose policy proved 
undeniably effective. Fearing that he would be caught in a pincer 
movement, Zangi withdrew to Baalbek, which he entrusted as a 
fiefdom to a reliable man, Ayyiib, father of Saladin. He then head- 
ed north with his army, promising Ayyub that he would soon re- 
turn to avenge this setback. After the departure of the atabeg, 
‘Unar occupied Baniyas and handed it over to the Franj, in accor- 
dance with the terms ofthe treaty. He then made an official visit 
to the Kingdom ofJerusalem. 

Usamah, who had become the leading Damascene specialist on 
Frankish affairs, went with him. Fortunately for us, this 
emirchronicler did more than simply participate in diplomatic ne- 
gotiations. He had an inquisitive mind and was a keen observer 
who left us unforgettable testimony about mores and daily life 
during the time ofthe Franj. 
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When I was visiting Jerusalem, I used to go to al-Aqa 
mosque, where my Templar friends were staying. Along one 
side of the building was a small oratory in which the Franj 
had set up a church. The Templars placed this spot at my dis- 
posal that I might say my prayers. One day I entered, said 
Allahu akbar, and was about to begin my prayer, when a man, 
a Franj, threw himself upon me, grabbed me, and turned me 
toward the east, saying, ‘Thus do we pray. The Templars 
rushed forward and led him away. I then set myself to prayer 
once more, but this same man, seizing upon a moment of 
inattention, threw himself upon me yet again, turned my face 
to the east, and repeated once more, Thus do we pray. Once 
again the Templars intervened, led him away, and apologized 
to me, saying, ‘He is a foreigner. He has just arrived from the 
land of the Franj and he has never seen anyone pray without 
turning to face east. I answered that I had prayed enough 
and left, stunned by the behaviour of this demon who had 
been so enraged at seeing me pray while facing the direction 
of Mecca. 


If the emir Usamah did not hesitate to call the Templars 'my 
friends, it was because he believed that their barbarian mores 
were gradually being refined by contact with the Orient. Among 
the Franj, he explains, we find some people who have come to settle 
among us and who have cultivated the society of the Muslims. They are far 
superior to those who have freshly joined them in the territories they now 
occupy. He considered the incident in al-Aqa mosque ‘an instance 
of the vulgarity of the Franj. And he mentioned others as well, 
gathered during his frequent visits to the Kingdom ofJerusalem. 
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I happened to be in Tiberias one day when the Franj were 
celebrating one of their holidays. The knights had come out 
of the city to engage in ajousting tournament. They brought 
with them two decrepit old women whom they stood at one 
end of the field; at the other end was a pig, hung suspended 
over a rock. The knights then organized a foot-race between 
the two old women. Each one advanced, escorted by a group 
of knights who obstructed her path. The old women stum- 
bled, fell, and picked themselves up at almost every step, 
amid loud bursts of laughter from the spectators. Finally, one 
of the old women, the first to finish, took the pig as the prize 
for her victory. 
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will fight this duel.’ The possessor of the fiefdom wanted to 
make sure that none of his peasants would be killed, for fear 
that his crops would suffer. I looked at this smith. He was a 
strong young man, but was constantly asking for something 
to drink, whether he was walking or sitting. As for the ac- 
cused, he was a courageous old man who stood snapping his 
fingers in a gesture of defiance. The viscount, governor of 
Nablus, approached, gave each man a lance and shield, and 
had the spectators form a circle around them. 

The struggle was joined. The old man forced the smith 
back, pressed him towards the crowd, and then returned to 
the centre of the arena. There was an exchange of blows so 
violent that the rivals seemed to form a single column of 


blood. The fight dragged on, despite the exhortations of the 


viscount, who was anxious to hasten its conclusion. ‘Faster’, 


An emir as well-educated and refined as Usamah was unable to 


appreciate this burlesque Gallic humour. But his condescending 


pout shrivelled into a grimace of outright disgust when he wit- he shouted at them. The old man was finally exhausted, and 


nessed what the Franj called justice. the smith, taking advantage of his experience in handling the 


In Nablus, Fe relates, I had the opportunity to witness a au- 
rious spectacle. Two men had to meet each other in individ- 
ual combat. The cause of the fight was this: some brigands 
among the Muslims had invaded a neighbouring village, and 
a farmer was suspected of having acted as their guide. He ran 
away, but was soon forced to return, for King Fulk had im- 
prisoned his children. "Treat me fairly’, the farmer had asked 
him, ‘and allow me to compete against my accuser. The king 
then told the lord who had been granted this village as a fief- 
dom, ‘Bring the man’s adversary here. The lord had selected 
a smith who worked in the village, telling him, ‘It is you who 
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hammer, dealt him a blow that knocked the old man down 
and caused him to lose his lance. He then leapt upon him 
and tried to dig his fingers into his eyes, but he could not 
manage it, for there was too much blood. The smith then 
rose and finished off his opponent with a thrust of his lance. 
A rope was immediately wound around the neck of the 
corpse, which was dragged to a gallows and hanged. In this 
example you may see what justice is among the Franj! 


The emir's indignation was quite genuine, for justice was a se- 
rious business among the Arabs in the twelfth century. The 
judges, or q#fs, were highly respected men who were obliged to 
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adhere to a meticulous procedure fixed by the Koran, before ren- 
dering their verdict: first came indictment, then plea, then testi- 
mony. The ‘judgement of God’ to which the Occidentals often re- 
sorted seemed a macabre farce to the Arabs. The duel described 
by the chronicler was only one ofthe forms of trial by ordeal. The 
test of fire was another. There was also the water torture, which 
Usamah described with horror. 


A large cask had been set up and filled with water. The 
young man who was the object of suspicion was pinioned, 
suspended from a rope by his shoulder-blades, and plunged 
into the cask. If he was innocent, they said, he would sink 
into the water, and they would pull him out by the rope. Ifhe 
was guilty, it would be impossible for him to sink into the 
water. When he was thrown into the cask, the unfortunate 
man made every effort to descend to the bottom, but he 
could not manage it, and thus had to submit to the rigours of 
their law, may God's curse be upon them! He was then blind- 
ed by a red-hot silver awl. 


The Syrian emir's opinion of the ‘barbarians’ was hardly modi- 
fied when he discussed their science. In the twelfth century the 
Franj lagged far behind the Arabs in all scientific and technical 
fields. But it was in medicine that the gap between the developed 
East and the primitive West was greatest. Usamah observed the 
difference. 


One day, /e relates, the Frankish governor of Munaytra, in 
the Lebanese mountains, wrote to my uncle the sultan, emir 
of Shayzar, asking him to send a physician to treat several ur- 
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gent cases. My uncle selected one of our Christian doctors, a 
man named Thabit. He was gone for just a few days, and 
then returned home. We were all very curious to know how 
he had been able to cure the patients so quickly, and we be- 
sieged him with questions. Thabit answered: ‘They brought 
before me a knight who had an abscess on his leg and a 
woman suffering from consumption. I made a plaster for the 
knight, and the swelling opened and improved. For the 
woman I prescribed a diet to revive her constitution.’ But a 
Frankish doctor then arrived and objected, "This man does 
not know how to care for them.’ And, addressing the knight, 
he asked him, ‘Which do you prefer, to live with one leg or 
die with two?’ When the patient answered that he preferred 
to live with just one leg, the physician ordered, ‘Bring me a 
strong knight with a well-sharpened battleaxe.' The knight 
and the axe soon arrived. The Frankish doctor placed the 
man's leg on a chopping block, telling the new arrival, ‘Strike 
a sharp blow to cut cleanly. Before my very eyes, the man 
struck an initial blow, but then, since the leg was still at- 
tached, he struck a second time. The marrow of the leg 
spurted out and the wounded man died that very instant. As 
for the woman, the Frankish doctor examined her and said, 
‘She has a demon in her head who has fallen in love with her. 
Cut her hair.’ They cut her hair. The woman then began to 
eat their food again, with its garlic and mustard, which aggra- 
vated the consumption. Their doctor affirmed, ‘The devil 
himself must have entered her head.’ Then, grasping a razor, 
he cut an incision in the shape of a cross, exposed the bone 
of the skull, and rubbed it with salt. The woman died on the 
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spot. I then asked, 'Have you any further need of me?’ They 
said no, and I returned home, having learned much that I had 
never known about the medicine ofthe Franj. 


Scandalized as he was by the ignorance of the Occidentals, 
Usamah was even more deeply shocked by their morals: ‘The 
Franj, he wrote, ‘have no sense of honour. If one of them is walk- 
ing in the street with his wife and encounters another man, that 
man will take his wife's hand and draw her aside and speak to 
her, while the husband stands waiting for them to finish their 
conversation. If it lasts too long, he will leave her with her inter- 
locutor and go offl' The emir was troubled: ‘Imagine this contra- 
diction! These people possess neither jealousy nor honour, where- 
as they are so courageous. Courage, however, comes only from 
one's sense ofhonour and from contempt for that which is evil!’ 

The more he learned of their ways, the more wretched did 
Usamah consider the Occidentals to be. He admired nothing 
about them except their martial qualities. One may thus readily 
understand that when one of the ‘friends’ he had made among 
them, a knight in King Fulk’s army, proposed to take Usamah's 
young son to Europe to initiate him in the rules of chivalry, the 
emir politely declined the invitation, muttering under his breath 
that he would prefer that his son go ‘to prison rather than to the 
land of the Franj. Fraternization with these foreigners had its 
limits. Besides, the famous collaboration between Damascus and 
Jerusalem, which had afforded Usamah the unexpected opportu- 
nity to get to know the Occidentals better, soon appeared as a 
brief interlude. A spectacular event would now rekindle all-out 
war against the occupier: on Saturday 23 September 1144 the city 
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of Edessa, capital of the oldest of the four Frankish states of the 
Middle East, fell into the hands of the atabeg ‘Imad al-Din Zangi. 


If the fall of Jerusalem in July 1099 marked the climax of the 
Frankish invasion and the fall of Tyre in July 1124 the completion 
of the phase of occupation, the reconquest of Edessa has gone 
down in history as the capstan of the Arab riposte to the invaders 
and the beginning of the long march to victory. 

No one expected that the occupation would be challenged in 
such a striking manner. Admittedly, Edessa was no more than an 
outpost of the Frankish presence, but its counts had succeeded in 
thoroughly integrating themselves into local politics. The last 
Western ruler of this majority-Armenian city was Joscelin IL, a 
short, bearded man with a prominent nose, protruding eyes, and 
a malformed body, a man who had never been known for his 
courage or wisdom. But he was not detested by his subjects, pri- 
marily because his mother was Armenian, and conditions in his 
realm did not seem at all critical. He and his neighbours indulged 
in routine raids which usually ended in truces. 

But the situation changed dramatically in that autumn of 1144. 
A clever military manoeuvre by Zangi put an end to a half century 
of Frankish domination in this part of the Middle East, as he 
scored a victory that rocked powerful and humble alike, from Per- 
sia to the far-off country ofthe ‘Alman’ and served as a prelude to 
a fresh invasion led by the greatest kings of the Franj. 

The most stirring account of the conquest of Edessa was be- 
queathed to us by an eyewitness, the Syrian bishop Abu’ I-Faraj 
Basil, who was directly involved in the events. His attitude during 
the battle graphically illustrates the tragedy of the Oriental Chris- 


189 of 405 


Maalouf, Amin 


tian communities to which he belonged. Since his city was under 
attack, Abu’ I-Faraj actively participated in its defence; but at the 
same time, his sympathies were more with the Muslim army than 
with his Western ‘protectors’, whom he did not hold in high es- 
teem. 


Count Joscelin, he relates, had gone pillaging along the 
banks of the Euphrates. Zangi found out. On 30 November 
he arrived at the walls of Edessa. His troops were as numer- 
ous as the stars in the skies. All the fields around the city 
were filled with them. Tents were erected everywhere, and 
the atabeg pitched his own to the north ofthe city, facing the 
Gate of Hours, on a hill overlooking the Church of the Con- 
fessors. 


Even though it lay in a valley, Edessa was a difficult city to take, 
for its powerful triangular walls were solidly anchored in the hills 
ringing the town. But, as Abul-Faraj explains, Joscelin had not left 
any troops behind. He had only shoemakers, weavers, silk merchants, tai- 
lors, and priests. It was therefore the Frankish bishop who took 
charge of the defence of the city, with the help of an Armenian 
prelate and the chronicler himself, who, however, favoured reach- 
ing some accommodation with the atabeg. 


Zangi, he writes, constantly sent peace proposals to the be- 
sieged, telling them, ‘O, unfortunate people! You can see that 
all hope is lost. What do you want? What can you still ex- 
pect? Have pity on yourselves, your women, your homes! Act 
now, that your city may not be devastated and emptied of its 
inhabitants!’ But there was no commander in the city capable 
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of imposing his will. Zangi was answered with stupid 
rodomontade and insult. 


When he saw that sappers were tunnelling under the ramparts, 
Abu’ I-Faraj suggested writing a letter to Zangi proposing a truce, 
and the Frankish bishop agreed. ‘The letter was written and read 
to the people, but a madman, a silk merchant, reached out, 
grabbed the letter, and tore it up. Nevertheless, Zangi reiterated: 
‘If you desire a truce for several days, we will accord you one, to 
see whether you will receive any aid. If you do not, surrender and 
survive! 

But no help arrived. Although Joscelin had been alerted to the 
offensive against his capital, he did not dare match forces with 
the atabeg. He preferred to camp at Tel Bashir, expecting that 
troops from Antioch or Jerusalem would come to his aid. 


The Turks had now dismantled the foundations of the 
northern wall, and in their place had erected great quantities 
of wood, joists and beams. They filled the interstices with 
naphtha, animal fat, and sulphur, so fire would spread more 
easily and the wall would collapse. Then, on Zangi's orders, 
the fire was started. The heralds of his camp gave the call to 
prepare for battle, telling the soldiers to rush in through the 
breach as soon as the wall collapsed, promising to allow 
them to pillage the city at will for three days. The fire caught 
in the naphtha and sulphur, and soon the wood and melted 
fat were in flames. The northerly wind was blowing the 
smoke towards the defenders. In spite of its great solidity, 
the wall tottered, then collapsed. After losing many troops 
passing through the breach, the Turks penetrated the city and 
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began massacring people indiscriminately. About six thou- 
sand inhabitants perished on that day. Women, children, and 
young people fled to the upper citadel to escape the mas- 
sacre. They found the gate barred-the fault of the bishop of 
the Franj, who had told the guards, ‘Do not open the gate un- 
less you see my face!’ Groups of people climbed up in succes- 
sion, trampling one another. It was a lamentable and horrify- 
ing spectacle: about five thousand people, perhaps more, 
died atrociously, twisted, suffocating, pressed together into a 
single, compact mass. 


But Zangi intervened personally to halt the killing, and then 
dispatched his top lieutenant to see Abu’ I-Faraj. "Venerable Abu’ 
I-Faraj, he said, ‘we want you to swear to us, on the cross and the 
New Testament, that you and your community will remain loyal. 
You know very well that this city was a thriving metropolis during 
the two hundred years that the Arabs governed it. Today, the 
Franj have occupied it for just fifty years, and already they have 
ruined it. Our master ‘Imad al-Din Zangi is prepared to treat you 
well. Live in peace, be secure under his authority, and pray for his 


life!’ 


In fact, Abu'-Faraj continued, the Syrians and Armenians 
were brought out of the citadel, and they all returned to their 
homes safe and sound. Everything was taken from the Franj, 
however: gold, silver, holy vases, chalices, patens, ornament- 
ed crucifixes, and great quantities of jewels. The priests, no- 
bles, and notables were taken aside, stripped of their robes, 
and led away in chains to Aleppo. Of the rest, the artisans 
were identified, and Zangi kept them as prisoners, setting 
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each to work at his craft. All the other Franj, about a hun- 
dred men, were executed. 


When news ofthe reconquest of Edessa spread, the Arab world 
was gripped with enthusiasm. The most ambitious projects were 
attributed to Zangi. The refugees from Palestine and the many 
coastal cities in the atabeg’s entourage had already begun to speak 
of the reconquest ofJerusalem, an objective that would soon be- 
come the rallying cry for resistance to the Franj. 

The caliph lost no time in heaping prestigious titles upon the 
hero of the moment: al-malik al-manf$ilr, ‘victorious king’; zaynat al- 
Islam, ‘ornament of Islam’; nir amfr al-mu'mfn, ‘protector of the 
prince of the faithful’. Like all leaders of the time, Zangl proudly 
strung these various titles together, as symbols of his power. In a 
subtly satirical note, Thn al-Qalanisi asks readers of his chronicle 
to excuse him for writing merely ‘sultan’, ‘emir’, or atab,, such 
and such’, without appending the full lists of titles. For, he ex- 
plains, there had been such a proliferation of honorific titles since 
the tenth century that his text would have become unreadable 
had he tried to list them all. Discreetly lamenting the epoch of the 
first caliphs, who were content with the title ‘prince of the faith- 
ful’, superb in its simplicity, the Damascene chronicler cites a few 
examples to illustrate his point, Zang] himself among them. Ibn 
al-Qalanisi recalls that every time he mentions Zangi he ought, 
strictly speaking, to say: 


The emir, the general, the great, the just, the aid of God, 
the triumphant, the unique, the pillar of religion, the corner- 
stone of Islam, ornament of Islam, protector of God's crea- 
tures, associate of the dynasty, auxiliary of doctrine, grandeur 
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of the nation, honour of kings, supporter of sultans, victor 
over the infidels, rebels, and atheists, commander of the 
Muslim armies, the victorious king, the king of princes, the 
sun of the deserving, emir of the two Iraqs and of Syria, con- 
queror of Iran, Bahlawan, Jihan Alp Inassaj Kotlogh Toghrul- 
beg atabeg Abu Sa'id Zangi Ibn Aq Sunqur, protector of the 
prince of the faithful. 


Whatever their pompous character, at which the Damascene 
chronicler smiles irreverently, these titles nevertheless reflected 
the primordial place Zangi now held in the Arab world. The Franj 
trembled at the very mention of his name. Their disarray was all 
the greater in that King Fulk had died shortly before the fall of 
Edessa, leaving two children who were both minors. His wife, 
who assured the continuity of the crown, quickly sent emissaries 
to the land ofthe Franj to bring news of the disaster that had just 
befallen his people. In all their territories, Ibn al-Qalanisi writes, 
calls were issued for people to assemble for an assault on the land o fIslam. 

As if to confirm the fears of the Occidentals, Zangi returned to 
Syria after his victory, giving rise to rumours that he was pre- 
paring a broad offensive against the major cities held by the Franj. 
At first, these projects were greeted with enthusiasm in the cities 
of Syria. But gradually the Damascenes began to wonder about 
the atabeg's real intentions, for he had settled in Baalbek, just as 
he had done in 1139, and was busy building siege machinery. Was 
it not perhaps Damascus itself that he intended to attack, using 
the jihad as a pretext? 

We will never know, for in January 1146, just as his prepara- 
tions for a spring offensive seemed complete, Zangi found himself 
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compelled to turn north again. His spies had informed him that a 
plot to massacre the Turkish garrison had been hatched by 
Joscelin of Edessa and some of his Armenian friends who had re- 
mained in the city. The atabeg took the situation in hand immedi- 
ately upon his return to the conquered city, executing the sup- 
porters of the former count. Then, in an effort to strengthen the 
anti-Franj party within the population, he moved in three hun- 
dredJewish families of whose indefectible support he was certain. 

This alert, however, convinced Zangi that it would be better to 
renounce any attempt to extend his domain, temporarily at least, 
and to concentrate on consolidating it instead. In particular, an 
Arab emir who controlled the powerful fortress ofJabar, situated 
on the Euphrates along the main route from Aleppo to Mosul, 
had refused to recognize the atabeg’s authority. Since this insubor- 
dination could easily threaten communications between Zangi's 
two capitals, he laid siege toJabar in June 1146. He hoped to take 
it in a few days, but the enterprise proved more difficult than ex- 
pected. Three long months passed, and the resistance of the be- 
sieged forces failed to weaken. 

One night in September the atabeg fell asleep after imbibing a 
great quantity of alcohol. Suddenly he was awakened by a noise in 
his tent. When he opened his eyes, he saw one of his eunuchs, a 
man of Frankish origin named Yarankash, drinking wine from his 
own goblet. This infuriated the atabeg, who swore he would pun- 
ish the eunuch severely the following day. Fearing the wrath of 
his master, Yarankash waited for him to fall asleep again, and 
then riddled his body with dagger-strokes and fled to Jabar, where 
gifts were lavished upon him. 

Zangi did not die immediately. As he lay half-conscious, one of 
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his close aides entered his tent. Ibn al-Athir reports his testimo- 
ny: 


When he saw me, the atabeg thought that I had come to 
finish him off, and with a gesture of his finger, he asked for 
the coup de grace. Choked with emotion, I fell to my knees 
and said to him, ‘Master, who did this to you?’ But he was 
unable to answer, and gave up his soul, may God have mercy 


on him! 


Zangis tragic death, coming so soon after his triumph, made a 
deep impression on his contemporaries. Ibn al-Qalanisi comment- 
ed on the event in verse: 


The morning found him sprawled upon his bed, lying where his 
eunuch had slaughtered him, 

And yet he slumbered amidst a proud army, ringed by his braves 
with their swords. 

He perished, neither riches nor power of use to him, 

His treasures now the prey of others, by his sons and adversaries 
dismembered. 

At his death did his enemies ride forth, grasping the swords they 
dared not brandish while he lived. 


Indeed, when Zangi died there was a mad dash for the spoils. 
His soldiers, so well-disciplined only a short time ago, now be- 
came a horde of uncontrollable plunderers. His treasury, his arse- 
nal, even his personal effects, disappeared in the twinkling of an 
eye. Then his army began to break up. One after another, the 
emirs assembled their men and hurried off to occupy some 
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fortress, or to await the sequel of events from some more secure 
position. 

When Muin al-Din 'Unar learned of the death of his adversary, 
he immediately led his troops out of Damascus and seized Baal- 
bek, reestablishing his suzerainty over all of central Syria in a few 
weeks. Raymond of Antioch, reviving what seemed a forgotten 
tradition, launched a raid under the very walls of Aleppo. Joscelin 
was plotting to retake Edessa. 

The saga of the powerful state founded by Zangi seemed over. 
In reality, it had only just begun. 
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May God grant victory to Islam and not to Ma miid. Who is this dog 


Ma miid to merit victory? 
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Niir al-Din, the Saint-King 


Only one man remained unruffled amidst the confusion that 
reigned in Zangi's camp. He was twenty-nine years old, a tall man 
with dark skin, dean-shaven but for a goatee, his forehead broad, 
his expression gentle and serene. He approached the still-warm 
body ofthe atabeg and, trembling, took his hand and removed his 
signet ring, symbol of power, slipping it onto his own finger. His 
name was Nur al-Din, Zangi's second son. 

I have read the biographies of the sovereigns of old, and other than 
among the first caliphs I have found no man as virtuous andjust as Niir al- 
Dfn. Ibn al-Athir virtually worshipped this prince, and with good 
reason. For although Zangi's son had inherited his father's quali- 
ties of austerity, courage, and statesmanship, he had none of the 
defects that made the atabeg so odious to some of his contempo- 
raries. Where Zangi struck fright with his truculence and com- 
plete lack of scruples, Nur al-Din, from his very first appearance 
on the scene, managed to cultivate the image ofa pious, reserved, 
and just man, one who kept his word and was thoroughly devoted 
to the jihad against the enemies of Islam. 

Even more important-and herein lay his genius-he was able 
to weld these virtues into a formidable political weapon. As far 
back as the middle of the twelfth century, he understood the in- 
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valuable role of psychological mobilization, and he therefore built 
a genuine propaganda apparatus. Several hundred men of letters, 
religious figures for the most part, were entrusted with the mis- 
sion of winning the active sympathy of the people and of thereby 
forcing the leaders of the Arab world to flock to his banner. Ibn 
al-Athir reports the complaint of an emir ofJazira who was ‘invit- 
ed’ by the son of Zangi to participate in a campaign against the 


Fran). 


If I do not rush to Nur al-Din's aid, the emir said, he will 
strip me of my domain, for he has already written to the 
devotees and ascetics to request the aid of their prayers and 
to encourage them to incite the Muslims to jihad. At this very 
moment, each of these men sits with his disciples and com- 
panions reading Nur al-Din's letters, weeping and cursing 
me. If lam to avoid anathema, I must accede to his request. 


Nur al-Din supervised his corps of propagandists personally. 
He would commission poems, letters, and books, and always took 
care that they were released at the time when they would produce 
the desired effect. The principles he preached were simple: a sin- 
gle religion, Sunni Islam, which meant a determined struggle 
against all the various ‘heresies’; a single state that would encircle 
the Franj on all fronts; a single objective, jihad, to reconquer the 
occupied territories and above all to liberate Jerusalem. During 
his 28-year reign, Nur al-Din would call upon various ‘ulama’ to 
write treatises hailing the merits of al-Quds, the holy city, and 
public readings were organized in the mosques and schools. 

On these occasions, no one ever omitted to eulogize the 
supreme mujahid, the irreproachable Muslim Nur al-Din. But this 
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cult of the personality was unusually effective and clever in that it 
was based, paradoxically, on the humility and austerity of the son 
ofZangi. 

According to Ibn al-Athir: 


Niir al-Din's wife once complained that she did not have 
enough money to provide adequately for his needs. He had 
assigned her three shops which he owned in Homs; these 
generated about twenty dinars a year. When she found that 
this was not enough, he retorted: 'I have nothing else. With 
all the money I command, I am but the treasurer of the Mus- 
lims, and I have no intention of betraying them, nor of cast- 
ing myself into the fires of hell on your account.’ 


Such words, very widely broadcast, proved especially embar- 
rassing to the princes of the region, who lived in luxury and 
squeezed their subjects to wring every last pittance out of them. 
In fact, Niir al-Din's propaganda laid heavy emphasis on the taxes 
he abolished in the lands subject to his authority. 

If he embarrassed his adversaries, the son of Zangi was often 
no less exacting with his own emirs. As time went on, he became 
increasingly strict about religious precepts. Not content with for- 
swearing alcohol himself, he forbade his army to partake in it, or 
to have any truck with ‘the tambourine, the flute, and other ob- 
jects displeasing to God’, as Kamal al-Din, the chronicler of Alep- 
po, explains, adding: Niir al-Dfn abandoned luxurious garments and in- 
stead covered himself with rough cloth. The Turkish officers, who were 
accustomed to heavy drinking and sumptuous adornments, were 
not always comfortable with this master who smiled so rarely and 
whose favourite company seemed to be turbaned wlamii. 
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Even less reassuring to the emirs was the son of Zangis ten- 
dency to dispense with his title, Niir al-Din (‘light of religion’), in 
favour of his first name, Ma}:imiid. ‘O God’, he would pray before 
battle, ‘grant victory to Islam and not to Maj}:imiid. Who is this 
dog Mah:imiid to merit victory?’ Such manifestations of humility 
won him the sympathy of the weak and pious, but the powerful 
considered them simply hypocritical. It appears, however, that he 
was sincere in his convictions, although his public image was un- 
doubtedly confected in part. In any event, he obtained results: it 
was Niir al-Din who turned the Arab world into a force capable of 
crushing the Franj, and it was his lieutenant Saladin who reaped 
the fruits of victory. 


Upon the death of his father, Niir al-Din succeeded in assuming 
control of Aleppo-not much compared to the enormous domain 
conquered by the atabeg, but the very modesty of his initial realm 
itself assured the glory of his reign. Zangi had spent most of his 
life fighting against the caliphs, sultans, and various emirates of 
Iraq and Jazira. His son would be unencumbered by this exhaust- 
ing and ungrateful task. Leaving Mosul and its adjoining region to 
his older brother Sayf al-Din, with whom he maintained cordial 
relations, thereby ensuring that he could count on a powerful 
friend on his eastern border, Niir al-Din devoted himself to Syrian 
affairs. 

Nevertheless; his position was far from comfortable when he 
arrived in Aleppo in September 1146, accompanied by his close 
confidant the Kurdish emir Shirkiih, uncle of Saladin. Once again 
the city lived in fear of the knights of Antioch, and at the end of 
October, even before Niir al-Din had had time to establish his au- 
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thority beyond the city walls, he was told that Joscelin had suc- 
ceeded in retaking Edessa, with the aid of part of the Armenian 
population. Edessa was not just one more city like those that had 
been lost since the death of Zangi: it was the very symbol of the 
atabeg's glory, and its fall imperilled the whole future of the dy- 
nasty. Nur al-Din reacted swiftly. Riding day and night, abandon- 
ing exhausted mounts along the way, he arrived at Edessa before 
Joscelin had had time to organize a defence. The count, whose 
courage had not been bolstered by his past ordeals, decided to 
flee at nightfall. His supporters, who tried to follow him, were 
caught and massacred by the Aleppan cavalry. 

The rapidity with which the insurrection had been crushed 
brought the son of Zangi fresh prestige of which his nascent 
regime had great need. Drawing the lesson, Raymond of Antioch 
became less enterprising. As for ‘Unar, he quickly offered the 
ruler of Aleppo the hand ofhis daughter in marriage. 


The marriage contract was drafted in Damascus, Ibn al- 
Qalanisi explains, in the presence of Nur al-Din’s envoys. 
Work on the trousseau began immediately, and as soon as it 
was ready, the envoys left to return to Aleppo. 


Nur al-Din's position in Syria was apparently secure. But 
Joscelin's plots, Raymond's raids, and the intrigues of the old fox 
in Damascus would soon seem derisory compared to the fresh 
danger now looming. 


Reports kept coming in-from Constantinople, from the 
territory of the Franj, and from neighbouring lands too-that 
the kings of the Franj were on their way from their countries 
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to attack the land of Islam. They had emptied their own prov- 
inces, leaving them devoid of defenders, and had brought 
with them riches, treasures, and immeasurable materiel. 
They numbered, it was said, as many as a million foot-sol- 
diers and cavalry, perhaps even more. 


Ibn al-Qalanisi was seventy-five when he wrote those lines, and 
he undoubtedly remembered that he had had to report a similar 
event, in scarcely different terms, halfa century before. 

Indeed, from the outset the second Frankish invasion, provoked 
by the fall of Edessa, seemed a repetition of the first. Countless 
fighters were unleashed against Asia Minor in the autumn of 
1147, and once again they bore on their backs the two strips of 
cloth sewn into the form of a cross. As they passed Dorylaeum, 
where the historic defeat of Kilij Arslan had occurred, the latter's 
son Masud was waiting for them, seeking revenge fifty years on. 
He laid a series of ambushes and dealt them some particularly 
deadly blows. It was constantly said that their forces were being pared 
down, so that people began to breathe easier. But Ibn al-Qalanisi adds 
that after all the losses they suffered, the Franj were still said to number 
about a hundred thousand. Here as elsewhere, the figures should not 
be taken too literally. Like all his contemporaries, the chronicler 
of Damascus was no slave to precision, and it would have been 
impossible for him to verify these estimates in any event. Never- 
theless, one should pay tribute in passing to Ibn al-Qalanisi's 
scruples, for he adds an ‘it is said’ whenever a figure seems sus- 
pect to him. Ibn al-Athir had no such scruples, but he did take 
care, when presenting his personal interpretation of some event, 
to conclude with the words Allahu ‘aalim, or 'God alone knows’. 
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Whatever the exact numerical strength of the new Frankish in- 
vaders, there is no doubt that their forces, added to those of 
Jerusalem, Antioch, and Tripoli, were quite adequate to upset the 
Arab world, which observed their movements with growing 
dread. One question arose unflaggingly: which city would they at- 
tack first? Logically, they should begin with Edessa. Was it not to 
avenge its fall that they had come? But they could as well assault 
Aleppo, striking at the head of the rising power of Nur al-Din. In 
that event, Edessa would fall almost automatically, In fact, neither 
was the target. After lengthy disputes among their kings, says Ibn al- 
Qalanisi, th, , finally agreed among themselves to attack Damascus, and 
th, , were so sure of taki, , it that th, , made agreements in advance about 
how the dependencies would be divided up. 

Attack Damascus? The city of Muin al-Din ‘Unar, the only 
Muslim leader to have signed a treaty of alliance with Jerusalem? 
The Franj could have done the Arab resistance no greater service. 
With hindsight, however, it appears that the powerful kings com- 
manding these armies of Franj believed that only the conquest of 
a prestigious city like Damascus would justify their long journey 
to the East. The Arab chroniclers speak mainly of Conrad, king of 
the Germans, never making the slightest mention ofthe presence 
of Louis VII, king of France, a personality, it is true, of no great 
distinction. 


As soon as he was informed ofthe designs ofthe Franj, Ibn 
al-Qalanisi reports, the emir Mu'in al-Din began preparations 
to defeat their maleficence. He fortified all the points at 
which an attack might be feared, deployed soldiers along the 
routes, replenished the wells, and destroyed the water 
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sources in the environs of the city. 


On 24 July 1148 the Frankish troops arrived before Damascus, 
followed by long columns of camels laden with their baggage. The 
Damascenes poured from their city in their hundreds to confront 
the invaders. Among them was an aged theologian of Moroccan 
origin, al-Findalawi. 


Upon seeing him walking ahead, Mu'in al-Din approached 
him, Ibn al-Athfr reports, greeted him, and said, ‘Venerable old 
man, your advanced age exempts you from fighting. It is we 
who will defend the Muslims.’ He asked him to turn back, 
but al-Findalawi refused, saying: ‘I have sold myself and God 
has bought me. Thus did he refer to the words of the 
Almighty: 'God has bought the persons and property of the 
faithful, and will grant them paradise in return. Al-Findalawi 
marched forward and fought the Franj until he fell under 
their blows. 


Al-Findalawi's martyrdom was soon followed by that of anoth- 
er ascetic, a Palestinian refugee named al-Halhuli. But despite 
these acts of heroism, the advance of the Franj could not be 
checked. They spread across the plain of Ghuta and pitched their 
tents, coming close to the city walls at several points. On the 
night of that very first day of battle the Damascenes, fearing the 
worst, began erecting barricades in the streets. 

The next day, 25 July, was a Sunday, Ibn al-Qalanisi reports, and 
the inhabitants began maki,,, sorties at dawn. The battle ceased only at 
nightfall, by which time everyone was exhausted. Each side then returned to 
its own positions. The army of Damascus spent the night opposite the 
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Franj, and the citizens stayed posted om the walls watching, for they could 
see the enemy close by, 

On Monday morning the Damascenes took heart, for they saw 
waves of Turkish, Kurdish, and Arab cavalry arriving from the 
north. 'Unar had written to all the princes of the region appealing 
for reinforcements, and they were now beginning to reach the be- 
sieged city. It was reported that Niir al-Din would arrive the fol- 
lowing day, at the head of the army of Aleppo, and so would his 
brother Sayf al-Din, with that of Mosul. According to Ibn al-Athir, 
at their approach Muin al-Din sent one message to the foreign Franj 
and another to the Franj of Syria. He addressed the former in the sim- 
plest possible terms: The king of the Orient is on his way; ifyou do not 
depart, I will hand the city over to him, and you will regret it. For the oth- 
ers, the ‘colons’, he used a different language: Are you now fool 
enough to aid these people against us? Have you failed to understand that if 
th, take Damascus, they will seek to deprive you ofyour own cities? As for 
me, ifI am unable to defend the city, I will deliver it to Sayfal-Dfn, and you 
know very well that ifhe takes Damascus, you will no longer be able to hold 
your positions in Syria. 

Muin al-Din ‘Unar's manoeuvre met with immediate success. 
Having reached a secret agreement with the local Franj, who now 
undertook to convince the king of the Germans to abandon Dam- 
ascus before the arrival of the reinforcing armies, he sought to as- 
sure the success of his diplomatic intrigues by granting attractive 
bonuses. At the same time, he sent hundreds of snipers into the 
orchards ringing the city to ambush and harass the Franj. By 
Monday night the dissension aroused by the wily old Turk began 
to have its effect. The suddenly demoralized attackers had decided 
on a tactical retreat to regroup their forces, and they now found 
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themselves harassed by the Damascenes on a completely exposed 
plain, with no water supply whatever. Within a few hours their 
position had become so untenable that their kings no longer con- 
templated seizing the Syrian metropolis, but thought only of sav- 
ing their troops, and themselves, from annihilation. By Tuesday 
morning the Frankish armies were already falling back towards 
Jerusalem, pursued by Muiin al-Din's men. 

There was no doubt about it, the Franj were not what they used 
to be. Negligence and disunity among military commanders, it 
seemed, were no longer the unhappy prerogative of the Arabs. 
The Damascenes found this amazing. Was it possible that this 
powerful Frankish expedition, which for months had caused the 
entire Middle East to tremble, was disintegrating after only four 
days of battle? It was thought that they were preparing some trick, Ibn 
al-Qalanisi says. But no. The new Frankish invasion really was 
finished. The German Franj, Ibn al-Athir says, returned to their coun- 
try, which lies over yonder, b, ,ond Constantinople, and God rid the faithful 
of this calamity. 

‘Unar's surprising victory raised his prestige and tended to 
make people forget his past compromises with the invaders. But 
Muin al-Din was in the last days of his career. He died a year af- 
ter the battle. One day when le had eaten lavishly, as was his habit, he 
was taken ill. It was learned that he had been struck with dysentery. That, 
Ibn al-Qalanisi notes, is afearful disease from which few recover. With 
‘Unar's death, power passed to the nominal sovereign of the city, 
‘Abaq, a descendant of Tughtigin, a young man of sixteen of scant 
intelligence who would never stand on his own two feet. 

The real winner of the battle of Damascus was undoubtedly 
Niir al-Din. In June 1149 he succeeded in crushing the army of 
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Raymond, prince of Antioch, whom Shirkiih, the uncle of Saladin, 
killed with his own hands. Shirkiih cut offhis head and brought it 
to his master, who in accordance with custom sent it on to the 
caliph of Baghdad, in a silver box. Having thus removed any 
Frankish threat to northern Syria, the son of Zangi was free to de- 
vote all his efforts to the realization of his father's old dream: the 
conquest of Damascus. Back in 1140 the city had preferred to 
strike an alliance with the Franj rather than submit to the brutal 
yoke of Zangi. But things had changed. Mu'in al-Din was dead, 
and the behaviour of the Occidentals had shaken even their most 
fervent partisans. Above all, Niir al-Din's reputation was nothing 
like his father's. His aim was to seduce the proud city of the 
Umayyads, not violate it. 

When he and his troops reached the orchards ringing the city, 
Niir al-Din proved more concerned to win the sympathy of the 
population than to prepare an assault. Nilr al-Din, Ibn al-Qalanisi 
reports, acted benevolently toward the peasants and did not impose his 
presence upon them. Throughout Damascus and in its dependencies, the 
people prayed to God on his behalf. When, shortly after his arrival, 
abundant rains fell, ending a long drought, the populace credited 
Niir al-Din with ending their sufferings. ‘It was thanks to him, 
they said, ‘and to his justice and exemplary conduct.’ 

Although the nature of his ambitions was clear enough, the 
master of Aleppo refused to comport himself as a conqueror. 


I have not pitched camp here in order to make war against 
you or to lay siege, he wrote to the leaders ofDamascus. Only the 
many complaints of the Muslims have induced me to act in 
this way, for the peasants have been despoiled of their goods 
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and separated from their children by the Franj, and they have 
no one to defend them. Since God has bestowed upon me the 
power to grant succour to the Muslims and to wage war on 
the infidels, and since I command great quantities of re- 
sources and of men, it would be impermissible for me to ne- 
glect the Muslims and fail to take up their defence, especially 
since I well know that you are unable to protect your prov- 
inces and am aware of your degradation, which led you to 
seek the aid of the Franj and to deliver the goods of your 
poorest subjects to them, subjects whom you have criminally 
wronged. This pleases neither God nor any Muslim. 


This letter revealed the full subtlety of the strategy of the new 
ruler of Aleppo, who now put himself forward as the defender of 
the Damascenes, in particular of the disinherited among them, 
visibly seeking to arouse them against their rulers. The sharp re- 
sponse of the latter only helped to bring the citizenry ever closer 
to the son of Zangi. “llthat stands between us now is the sword’, 
they said. "The Franj will come to help us defend ourselves.’ 

Despite the sympathy he had gained among the population, 
Niir al-Din preferred not to confront the reunited forces of 
Jerusalem and Damascus, and so agreed to withdraw to the north. 
But not without having made some gains: his name would now 
be mentioned in the Friday sermons just after those of the caliph 
and sultan, and coins were struck in his name, a common mani- 
festation of allegiance by Muslim cities seeking to appease con- 
querors. 

Niir al-Din was encouraged by this partial success. A year later, 
he returned to the Damascus area with his troops, sending a new 
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letter to ‘Abaq and the other leaders of the city. I desire no more than 

the well-being of the Muslims, jihad against the infidels, and the release of 
the prisoners they are holding. Ifyou come over to my side with the army of 
Damascus, ifwe help each other to wage thejihad, my wish will be fulfilled. 

‘Abaq's only response was to call upon the Franj once again, now 
marching under the banner of their young King Baldwin III, son 

of Fulk. They soon arrived, and camped at the gates of Damascus 

for several weeks. Their knights were even granted permission to 
wander through the souks at will, which inevitably aroused ten- 

sion with the people ofthe city, who had still not forgotten those 

who had fallen three years before. 

Niir al-Din prudently continued to avoid any confrontation 
with the coalition partners. He withdrew his troops from the en- 
virons of Damascus, waiting for the Franj to return to Jerusalem. 
For him, the battle was primarily political. Playing the bitterness 
ofthe citizens for all it was worth, he sent letter after letter to the 
Damascene notables and religious leaders denouncing ‘Abaq's 
treason. He also made contact with many military officers exas- 
perated by 'Abaq's open collaboration with the Franj. For the son 
of Zangi, it was important no longer merely to stimulate protests 
that would embarrass ‘Abaq, but to organize a network of accom- 
plices within the coveted city who could induce Damascus to ca- 
pitulate. The father of Saladin was entrusted with this delicate 
mission. By 1153, after some skilful organization, Ayyiib had in- 
deed succeeded in winning the benevolent neutrality of the urban 
militia, whose commander was a younger brother of Ibn al- 
Qalanisi. Several personalities of the army adopted a similar atti- 
tude, so that ‘Abaq's isolation grew day by day. In the end, he was 
left with no more than a small group of emirs who still urged him 
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to hold out. Having decided to get rid of these last hard-liners, 
Niir al-Din arranged for false information to be sent to the ruler 
of Damascus to the effect that a plot was being hatched within his 
own entourage. Without bothering to find out whether or not the 
information was well-founded, ‘Abaq quickly executed or impris- 
oned several of his collaborators. His isolation was now complete. 

One last operation remained. Niir al-Din suddenly began inter- 
cepting all convoys of food heading for Damascus. Within two 
days the price of a sack of grain had risen from half a dinar to 
twenty-five dinars, and the populace began to fear starvation. It 
remained only for the agents of the ruler of Aleppo to convince 
public opinion that there would have been no shortages had ‘Abaq 
not chosen to ally with the Franj against his coreligionists of 
Aleppo. 

On 18 April 1154 Niir al-Din returned to the gates of Damas- 
cus with his troops. Once again ‘Abaq sent an urgent message to 
Baldwin. But this time the king ofJerusalem did not have time to 
react. 

On 25 April the final assault was launched on the eastern side 
of the city. 


There was no one defending the walls, the chronicler of Dam- 
ascus reports, neither soldier nor citizen, except for a handful 
of Turks in charge of guarding a tower. One of Niir al-Din’s 
soldiers rushed toward a rampart, at the summit of which 
stood a Jewish woman, who threw him a rope. With it he 
scaled the wall, reaching the top of the rampart without any- 
ones noticing. He was followed by many of his comrades, 
who unfurled a banner, planted it atop the wall, and began to 
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shout: ya manf$iir, ‘O, victorious one!’ The Damascene troops 
and the population abandoned any resistance, because of 
their sympathy for Nur al-Din, for his justice and good repu- 
tation. A sapper ran to Bab al-Sharg, the east gate of the city, 
and shattered the closing apparatus with his pick. Soldiers 
rushed through it and fanned out through the main arteries 
of the city without encountering any opposition. Bab Tuma, 
Thomas Gate, was also thrown open to the troops. Finally, 
King Niir al-Din made his entrance, accompanied by his en- 
tourage, to the great joy ofthe inhabitants and soldiers, all of 
whom were obsessed by their fear of famine and their terror 
at being besieged by the Franj infidels. 


Generous in victory, Niir al-Din granted “bag and his close col- 
laborators fiefdoms in the region of Homs and allowed them to 
flee with all their property. 

Nur al-Din had conquered Damascus by persuasion more than 
by force, with little fighting and no bloodbath. The city which for 
a quarter of a century had fiercely resisted all those who sought 
to subjugate it, be they Assassins, Franj, or supporters of Zangi, 
had allowed itself to be seduced by the sweet insistence of a 
prince who promised to guarantee its security and to respect its 
independence. Damascus was not to regret its decision, and 
thanks to Niir al-Din and his successors, the city enjoyed one of 
the most glorious periods ofits history. 

The day after his victory, Niir al-Din assembled the wlamii, 
qa{ifs, and merchants and delivered a reassuring speech; he also 
brought along large stocks of food and abolished a number of tax- 
es affecting the fruit trade, the vegetable souk, and the distribu- 
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tion of water. An appropriate decree was drafted and announced 
from the pulpit the following Friday, after the prayer. The eighty- 
year-old Ibn al-Qalanisi was still on the scene to share in the joy 
of his fellow citizens. The population applauded, he reports. ‘The citi- 
zens, the peasants, the women, the poor--everyone addressed public prayers 
to God that Nur al-Dfn le granted long life and that his banners le ever 
victorious. 

For the first time since the beginning of the Frankish wars, the 
two great Syrian metropolises, Aleppo and Damascus, were unit- 
ed in a single state, under the authority of a 37-year-old prince 
who was determined to prosecute the struggle against the occupi- 
er. In fact, all of Muslim Syria was now unified, except for the 
small emirate of Shayzar, where the Mungidhite dynasty still 
managed to preserve its autonomy. But not for long, for the histo- 
ry of this tiny state was to be shaken in the sharpest and most un- 
expected manner imaginable. 

In August 1157, as rumours were circulating in Damascus that 
Niir al-Din was preparing an early campaign against Jerusalem, an 
earthquake of unusual violence devastated all of Syria, sowing 
death among Arab and Franj alike. Several towers of the Aleppo 
city walls collapsed, and the terrified population dispersed into 
the surrounding countryside. In I:Iarran the earth split so deeply 
that the remains of an ancient city were visible through the im- 
mense breach. In Tripoli, Beirut, Tyre, Homs, and Ma‘arra, there 
were countless dead; innumerable buildings were destroyed. 

But two cities were hit harder than any others by the cataclysm: 
Hama and Shayzar. It is said that a teacher in Hama, who had left 
his classroom to satisfy a pressing call of nature in a nearby va- 
cant field, found his school demolished and all his pupils dead 


215 of 405 


Maalouf, Amin 


upon his return. Dumbfounded, he sat bleakly upon the ruins 
wondering how he would break the news to the parents, but none 
of them survived to claim their children. 

On that same day in Shayzar, the sovereign ofthe city, the emir 
Mubammad Ibn Sultan, a cousin of Usamah, was organizing a re- 
ception in the citadel to celebrate his son's circumcision. All the 
city's dignitaries were there, along with the members of the rul- 
ing family, when the earth suddenly began to tremble. The walls 
collapsed, decimating the entire assembly. The emirate of the 
Mungidhites simply ceased to exist. Usamah, who was then in 
Damascus, was one of the few members of his family to survive. 
Deeply moved, he wrote: Death did not advance step by step to destroy 
the people of my race, to annihilate them separately or to strike them down 
two by two. Th,, all died in the twinkling ofan , ,e, and their palaces be- 
came their tombs. Then he added bitterly: The earthquakes struck this 
indifferent country only to rouse itfrom its torpor. 

The tragedy of the Mungidhites did indeed inspire their con- 
temporaries to much reflexion about the futility of all things hu- 
man. More prosaically, the cataclysm offered people the opportu- 
nity to conquer or pillage with impunity in desolated cities or 
fortresses whose walls had crumbled. Shayzar in particular was 
immediately attacked, by both the Assassins and the Franj, before 
finally being taken by the army of Aleppo. 

In October 1157 Nur al-Din was taken ill as he was travelling 
from city to city supervising the repair of the walls. The prognosis 
of the Damascene physician Ibn al-Waqqar, who always travelled 
with him, was pessimistic. The prince hung between life and 
death for a year and a half, during which time the Franj occupied 
several fortresses and carried out a number of raids in the envi- 
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rons of Damascus. But Nur al-Din took advantage of this period 
of enforced inactivity to ponder his destiny. During the first part 
of his reign, he had unified Muslim Syria under his aegis and had 
put an end to the internecine struggles that had weakened it. 
Now he would have to wage the jihad to reconquer the great cities 
occupied by the Franj. Some of his closest collaborators, especial- 
ly the Aleppans, suggested that he start with Antioch, but to their 
great surprise, Nur al-Din opposed this. Historically, he ex- 
plained, that city belonged to the Rum. Any attempt to seize it 
would tempt the Byzantines to interfere directly in Syrian affairs, 
and that would force the Muslim armies to fight on two fronts. 
No, he insisted, the Rum must not be provoked. Instead they 
would try to recover an important coastal city, or even, God will- 
ing, Jerusalem. 

Unfortunately for Nur al-Din, events were soon to prove his 
fears justified. In 1159, as he was barely beginning to recover his 
health, he learned that a powerful Byzantine army, commanded 
by the emperor Manuel, son and successor of John Comnenus, 
had been assembled in northern Syria. Nur al-Din quickly dis- 
patched ambassadors to the emperor to extend him a courteous 
welcome. When he received them, the basileus, a wise man of 
majestic bearing and with a genuine interest in medicine, pro- 
claimed his intention to maintain the most cordial possible rela- 
tions with their master. If he had come to Syria, he assured them, 
it was only to teach the rulers of Antioch a lesson. It will be re- 
membered that twenty-two years before, Manuel's father had also 
come to Syria, supposedly for the same purpose; but that had not 
prevented him from making an alliance with the Occidentals 
against the Muslims. Nevertheless, Nur al-Din's ambassadors did 
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not doubt the word of the basileus. They knew the rage felt by 
the Rum at the mere mention of the name of Reynald of Chatil- 
lon, the knight who had presided over Antioch since 1153-a bru- 
tal, arrogant, cynical, and contemptible man who would come to 
symbolize for the Arabs everything evil about the Franj and 
whom Saladin would swear to kill with his own hands. 

Prince Reynald, whom the chroniclers called 'Brins Amat’, ar- 
rived in the Middle East in 1147, dominated by the already 
anachronistic mentality of the first invaders: he thirsted for gold, 
blood, and conquest. Shortly after the death of Raymond of Anti- 
och, he managed to seduce and then marry Raymond's widow, 
thus becoming the lord of the city. His exactions had soon made 
him odious not only to his Aleppan neighbours, but also to the 
Rum and to his own subjects. In 1156, on the pretext that Manuel 
had refused to pay him a promised sum, he decided to take re- 
venge by organizing a punitive raid on the Byzantine island of 
Cyprus, and he asked the patriarch of Antioch to finance the expe- 
dition. When the prelate expressed reluctance, he was thrown 
into prison and tortured; his wounds were then coated with hon- 
ey and he was chained and left exposed to the sun for an entire 
day, his body ravaged by thousands of insects. 

The patriarch, not surprisingly, finally opened his treasury, and 
the prince, after assembling a flotilla, disembarked on the coast of 
the Mediterranean island, crushed the small Byzantine garrison 
with no trouble, and unleashed his men on the island. Cyprus 
never fully recovered from what was done to it in that spring of 
1156. All the island's cultivated fields were systematically rav- 
aged, from north to south; all the livestock was slaughtered; the 
palace, churches, and convents were pillaged, and everything that 
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was not carried off was demolished or burned. Women were 
raped, old men and children slaughtered; rich men were taken as 
hostages, poor ones beheaded. Before setting off loaded with 
booty, Reynald ordered all the Greek priests and monks assem- 
bled; he then had their noses cut off before sending them, thus 
mutilated, to Constantinople. 

Manuel would have to respond. But as the scion of the emper- 
ors of Rome, he could not do so in some merely typical manner. 
He had to reestablish his prestige by publicly humiliating the 
brigand knight of Antioch. As soon as Reynald heard that the im- 
perial army was on its way to Syria, he realized that any resis- 
tance would be futile and decided to beg forgiveness. As amply 
gifted with servility as he was with arrogance, he presented him- 
self in Manuel's camp barefoot, dressed as a beggar, and threw 
himself before the imperial throne. 

Nur al-Din's ambassadors were present at the scene. They 
watched ‘Brins Amat’ lie in the dust at the feet of the basileus, 
who, apparently not even deigning to take note of his presence, 
calmly continued his conversation with his guests, waiting several 
minutes before finally casting a glance at his adversary and in- 
structing him, with a condescending gesture, to rise. 

Reynald obtained his pardon, and was therefore able to pre- 
serve his principality, but his prestige in northern Syria was tar- 
nished for ever. In fact, the following year he was captured by 
Aleppan soldiers during one of his plundering excursions north of 
the city, and he spent sixteen years in captivity before reappearing 
on the scene, once again to play the most execrable of roles. 

As for Manuel, his authority was to rise steadily after this expe- 
dition. He succeeded in imposing his suzerainty over the Frankish 
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principality of Antioch and the Turkish states of Asia Minor alike, 
thus regaining for the empire a decisive role in Syrian affairs. This 
resurgence of Byzantine military power, the last in its history, re- 
drew the map of conflict between the Arabs and the Franj. The 
permanent threat to his borders now represented by the Rum pre- 
vented Nur al-Din from launching the sweeping reconquest he 
had desired. But since the power of the son of Zangi also kept in 
check any expansionist inclinations on the part of the Franj, the 
situation in Syria was effectively at an impasse. 

Then suddenly, as if the pent-up energies of the Arabs and the 
Franj were seeking some other outlet, the epicentre of war shifted 
to a new theatre of operations: Egypt. 
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9 


The Rush for the Nile 


‘My uncle Shirkuh turned to me and said, "Yusuf, pack your 
things, we're going.” When I heard this order, I felt as if my heart 
had been pierced by a dagger, and I answered, “In God's name, 
even were I granted the entire kingdom of Egypt, I would not go." 

The man who spoke those words was none other than Saladin, 
recounting the timid beginnings of the adventure that would 
some day make him one of history's most prestigious sovereigns. 
With the admirable sincerity typical of everything he said, Saladin 
carefully refrained from claiming credit for the Egyptian epic. In 
the end I did go with my uncle’, he added. 'He conquered Egypt, 
then died. God then placed in my hands power that I had never 
expected.’ In fact, although Saladin emerged as the great benefi- 
ciary of the Egyptian expedition, it is true that he did not play the 
major role in it. Nor did Nur al-Din, even though the land of the 
Nile was conquered in his name. 

The real protagonists of this campaign, which lasted from 1163 
to 1169, were three extraordinary personalities: Sha-war, an Egypt- 
ian vizier whose demoniacal intrigues plunged the region into 
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blood and iron; Amalric, a Frankish king so obsessed with the 
idea of conquering Egypt that he invaded the country five times 
in six years; and Shirkuh, ‘the lion’, a Kurdish general who proved 
to be one of the military geniuses of his time. 

When Sha.war seized power in Cairo in December 1162, he as- 
sumed a post and responsibility that rewarded its holder with ho- 
nours and riches. But he was not unaware of the other side of the 
coin: of the fifteen previous leaders of Egypt, only one had left of- 
fice alive. All the others had been killed, although the methods 
varied: they had been hanged, beheaded, stabbed to death, cruci- 
fied, poisoned, lynched by mobs; one was killed by his adoptive 
son, another by his own father. In other words, there is no reason 
to suppose that this dark-skinned emir with the greying temples 
would allow his freedom of action to be restricted by any hint of 
scruples. The moment he acceded to power, he quickly massacred 
his predecessor (along with his entire family), and appropriated 
their gold, jewels, and palace. 

But the wheel of fortune continued to spin. After nine months 
in power the new vizier was himself overthrown by one of his 
lieutenants, a man named airgham. Having been warned in time, 
Sha.war managed to get out of Egypt alive, and he sought refuge 
in Syria, where he tried to win Niir al-Din’s support for his effort 
to regain power. Although his guest was intelligent and an effec- 
tive speaker, at first the son of Zangl lent him but half an ear. 
Very soon, however, events were to force Nur al-Din to change his 
attitude. 

Jerusalem, it seems, was closely watching the upheavals in 
Cairo. In February 1162 the Franj had acquired a new king, a man 
of indomitable ambition: the Arabs called him ‘Morri’, from the 
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French ‘Amaury (Amalric); he was the second son of Fulk. Visi- 
bly influenced by the propaganda of Nur al-Din, this 26-year-old 
monarch was trying to cultivate the image ofa sober, pious man 
devoted to religious study and concerned about justice. But the 
resemblance was only apparent. The Frankish king had more au- 
dacity than wisdom, and despite his great height and impressive 
head of hair, he was singularly lacking in majesty. His shoulders 
were abnormally thin; he was frequently seized by fits of laughter 
so long and noisy that his own entourage was embarrassed by 
them; he was also afflicted with a stutter that did not facilitate his 
contact with others. Amalric was driven by one obsession-the 
conquest of Egypt-and only his indefatigable pursuit of that 
dream afforded him a certain stature. 

His goal, true enough, seemed tempting. The route to the Nile 
had been open to the Western knights ever since 1153 when they 
took Ascalon, the last Fatimid bastion in Palestine. Moreover, 
since 1160 the successive Egyptian viziers, absorbed in their 
fights with local rivals, had been paying an annual tribute to the 
Franj in exchange for their abstaining from any intervention in 
Egyptian affairs. Just after the fall of Sha.war, Amalric took advan- 
tage of the confusion that prevailed in the land of the Nile to in- 
vade, on the simple pretext that the necessary sum, sixty thou- 
sand dinars, had not been paid on time. Crossing the Sinai penin- 
sula along its Mediterranean coast, Amalric laid siege to the town 
of Bilbays, situated on a branch of the Nile that would run dry in 
centuries to come. The defenders of the city were both dumb- 
founded and amused when the Franj began erecting siege machin- 
ery around the walls, for it was September, and the river was be- 
ginning to swell. The authorities had only to breach a few dikes, 
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and the warriors of the Occident soon found themselves  sur- 
rounded by water. They barely had time to flee back to Palestine. 
The first invasion was thus over in short order, but at least it had 
awakened Aleppo and Damascus to Amalric's intentions. 

Niir al-Din hesitated. He had no wish to be drawn into the 
treacherous swamps of Cairene intrigues-in particular since, as a 
fervent Sunni, he was openly contemptuous of the Shi'i caliphate 
of the Fatimids. On the other hand, he had no wish to see Egypt, 
with its great riches, swept into the camp of the Franj, for that 
would make them the greatest power in the Orient. In view of the 
prevailing anarchy, however, it was unlikely that Cairo would 
withstand Amalric's determination for long. Shawar, of course, 
spared no effort in lecturing his host about the potential benefits 
of an expedition to the land of the Nile. To placate him, Shawar 
promised that if Niir al-Din helped him to regain his throne, he 
would pay all the expenses of the expedition, recognize the 
suzerainty of the master of Aleppo and Damascus, and hand over 
one third of state receipts every year. Above all, Niir al-Din had to 
reckon with his confidant Shirkiih, who had been completely won 
over to the idea of an armed intervention. In fact, he was so en- 
thusiastic about it that the son of Zangi finally authorized him to 
take personal charge of organizing an expeditionary corps. 

It would be difficult to imagine two people so closely united 
and yet so different as Niir al-Din and Shirkiih. With age, the son 
of Zangi had become increasingly majestic, sober, dignified, and 
reserved, while Saladin’s uncle was a short, obese, one-eyed offi- 
cer who was constantly flushed by excesses of food and drink. 
When he lost his temper he would howl like a madman, and from 
time to time he would lose his head completely, going so far as to 
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kill his opponent. But not everyone was displeased by his un- 
savoury character. His soldiers adored this commander who lived 
among them, sharing their mess and their jokes. In the many bat- 
tles in which he had taken part in Syria, Shirkiih had emerged as a 
genuine leader of men, gifted with great physical courage. The 
Egyptian campaign, however, would reveal his remarkable quali- 
ties as a strategist, for from the outset the odds were dead against 
the enterprise. It was relatively easy for the Franj to get to the 
land of the Nile. The only obstacle impeding their path was the 
semi-desert expanse of the Sinai peninsula. But if they took along 
several hundred water-filled goatskins, carried by camels, the 
knights would have enough water to reach the gates of Bilbays in 
three days. Things were less easy for Shirkiih. To travel from Syria 
to Egypt, he had to cross Palestine, and thus expose himself to at- 
tacks by the Franj. 

The departure for Cairo of the Syrian expeditionary corps in 
April 1164 therefore required elaborate staging. While Niir al- 
Din's army launched a diversionary attack to lure Amalric and his 
knights to northern Palestine, Shirkiih, accompanied by Shawar 
and about ten thousand cavalry, headed east. They followed the 
course of the Jordan River on its east bank, passing through what 
is now Jordan, and then, at the southern tip of the Dead Sea, they 
turned west, forded the river, and set out at full gallop toward 
Sinai. There they continued their advance, keeping away from the 
coastal route so as to avoid detection. On 24 April they seized Bil- 
bays, Egypt's easternmost port, and by 1 May they were camped 
at the walls of Cairo. Taken unawares, the vizier airgham had no 
time to organize any resistance. Abandoned by everyone, he was 
killed trying to escape, and his body was thrown to the dogs in 
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the street. Shawar was officially reinvested in his post by the Fa- 
timid caliph al-‘Adid, a thirteen-year-old adolescent. 

Shirkth’s blitz was a model of military efficiency. Saladin’s un- 
cle was more than a little proud at having conquered Egypt in so 
short a time, practically without suffering any losses, and of thus 
having outwitted Morri. But barely had he reassumed power 
when Shawar did an astonishing volte-face. Breaking his promises 
to Nur al-Din, he ordered Shirkth to leave Egypt forthwith. Sal- 
adin’s uncle, flabbergasted by such ingratitude and raging with 
anger, sent word to his former ally that he was determined to stay 
regardless. 

Shawar had no real confidence in his own army, and when he 
saw Shirkth’s determination, he dispatched an ambassador to 
Jerusalem to seek Amalric’s aid against the Syrian expeditionary 
corps. The Frankish king needed no convincing. He had been 
looking for an excuse to intervene in Egypt, and what better pre- 
text could he ask than a call for help from the ruler of Cairo him- 
self? In July 1164 the Frankish army set out for Sinai for the sec- 
ond time. Shirkuh immediately decided to withdraw from the en- 
virons of Cairo, where he had been camped since May, and to dig 
in at Bilbays. There he repulsed the attacks of his enemies week 
after week, but his position seemed ultimately hopeless. Far re- 
moved from his bases and surrounded by the Franj and their new 
ally Shawar, the Kurdish general could not expect to hold out for 
long. 


When Nur al-Din saw how the situation in Bilbays was de- 
veloping, Ibn al-Athir wrote several years later, he decided to 
launch a great offensive against the Franj in an effort to force 
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them to leave Egypt. He wrote to all the Muslim emirs ask- 
ing them to participate in the jihad, and he marched off to at- 
tack the powerful fortress of Harim, near Antioch. All the 
Franj who had remained in Syria united to confront him— 
among them were Prince Baldwin, lord of Antioch, and the 
count of Tripoli. The Franj were crushed in this battle. Ten 
thousand of them were killed, and all their commanders, 
among them the prince and the count, were captured. 


Once victory was won, Nur al-Din had the cross-embossed ban- 
ners and blond scalps of some of the Franj killed in the battle 
brought to him. Then, placing them all in a sack, he entrusted the 
bundle to one of his most reliable men, telling him: ‘Go immedi- 
ately to Bilbays, find a way to get inside, and give these trophies 
to Shirkth. Tell him that God has granted us victory. Let him ex- 
hibit them on the ramparts, and the sight will strike fear among 
the infidels.’ 

News of the Harim victory did indeed change things in the bat- 
tle for Egypt. The morale of the besieged soared, but more impor- 
tant, the Franj were forced to return to Palestine. The capture of 
young Baldwin II]—Reynald’s successor at the head of the princi- 
pality of Antioch, whom Amalric had appointed to oversee the af- 
fairs of the Kingdom of Jerusalem during his absence—and the 
massacre of his men forced the king to seek a compromise with 
Shirkuh. After several exchanges, the two men agreed to leave 
Egypt simultaneously. At the end of October 1164 Morri returned 
to Palestine by the coastal route, while the Kurdish general took 
less than two weeks to get back to Damascus, following the same 
itinerary as before. 
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Shirkth was far from unhappy at having left Bilbays unharmed 
and with his head held high, but the real winner of the six 
months of campaigning was undoubtedly Shawar. He had used 
Shirkuh to regain power, and then used Amalric to neutralize the 
Kurdish general. Then both had departed, leaving him master of 
all Egypt. Shawar would now spend more than two years consoli- 
dating his position. 

But not without some uneasiness at the turn events had taken. 
He knew that Shirkth would never forgive his betrayal. Indeed, 
news constantly reached him from Syria suggesting that the Kur- 
dish general was harassing Nur al-Din, asking his permission to 
undertake a fresh Egyptian campaign. The son of Zangi, however, 
was reluctant. He was not dissatisfied with the status quo. The 
important thing was to keep the Franj away from the Nile. As al- 
ways, though, it was not easy to disengage from the web. Fearing 
another lightning expedition by Shirkth, Shawar took the precau- 
tion of concluding a treaty of mutual assistance with Amalric. 
This convinced Nur al-Din to authorize his lieutenant to organize 
a fresh expeditionary corps, just in case the Franj moved to inter- 
vene in Egypt. Shirkth selected the best elements of the army, 
among them his nephew Yusuf. These preparations in turn 
alarmed the Egyptian vizier, who insisted that Amalric send 
troops. Thus it was that during the early days of 1167 the race for 
the Nile began again. The Frankish king and the Kurdish general 
arrived in the coveted country at about the same time, each by his 
usual route. 

Shawar and the Franj assembled their allied forces before Cairo, 
there to await Shirkuh. But the latter preferred to determine the 
modalities of the rendezvous himself. Continuing his long march 
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from Aleppo, he skirted the Egyptian capital to the south, sent his 
troops across the Nile on small boats, and then turned them 
north again, without even stopping to rest. Shawar and Amalric, 
who expected Shirkth to arrive from the east, suddenly saw him 
surge up from the opposite direction. Worse yet, his camp on the 
west side of Cairo, near the pyramids of Giza, was separated from 
his enemies by the formidable natural obstacle of the great river. 
From this solidly entrenched camp, he sent a message to the 
vizier: The Frankish enemy is at our mercy, he wrote, cut off from their 
bases. Let us unite our forces and exterminate him. The time is ripe; the op- 
portunity may not arise again. But Shawar was not content simply to 
reject this offer. He had the messenger executed and brought 
Shirkuh’s letter to Amalric to prove his loyalty. 

Despite this gesture, the Franj still distrusted their ally, who, 
they were sure, would betray them the moment he had no further 
need of them. They believed that the time had come to take ad- 
vantage of Shirkth’s threatening proximity to establish their au- 
thority in Egypt once and for all. Amalric asked that an official al- 
liance between Cairo and Jerusalem be signed. 

Two knights who knew Arabic—not unusual among the Franj 
of the Middle East—repaired to the residence of the young caliph 
al-‘Adid. In an obvious effort to make an impression, Shawar led 
them to a superb, richly decorated palace, which they walked 
through quickly, ringed by a phalanx of armed guards. Then the 
cortége crossed a vaulted hallway that seemed interminable, im- 
pervious to the light of day, and finally came to the threshold of 
an enormous sculptured gate leading first to a vestibule and then 
to another gate. After passing through many ornamented cham- 
bers, Shawar and his guests emerged into a courtyard paved with 
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marble and ringed by gilded colonnades, in the centre of which 
stood a fountain boasting gold and silver pipes. All around were 
brightly coloured birds from the four corners of Africa. Here the 
escort guards introduced them to eunuchs who lived on intimate 
terms with the caliph. One again they passed through a succes- 
sion of salons, then a garden stocked with tame deer, lion, bear, 
and panthers. Then, finally, they reached the palace of al-‘Adid. 

Barely had they entered an enormous room, whose back wall 
was a silk curtain encrusted with gold, rubies, and emeralds, 
when Shawar bowed three times and laid his sword on the floor. 
Only then did the curtain rise, and the caliph approached, his 
body draped in silk and his face veiled. The vizier went to him, 
sat at his feet, and explained the proposed alliance with the Franj. 
After listening in silence, al-‘Adid, who was then only sixteen, en- 
dorsed Shawar’s policy. Shawar was about to rise when the two 
Franj asked the prince of the faithful to swear that he would re- 
main loyal to the alliance. The dignitaries surrounding al-‘Adid 
were visibly scandalized by this demand. The caliph himself 
seemed shocked, and the vizier hastily intervened. The accord 
with Jerusalem, he explained to his sovereign, was a matter of life 
and death for Egypt. He implored the caliph to consider the re- 
quest of the Franj not as a manifestation of disrespect but only as 
symptomatic of their ignorance of Oriental customs. 

Smiling against his better judgement, al-Adid extended his 
silk-gloved hand and swore to respect the alliance. But one of the 
Frankish emissaries interrupted. ‘An oath’, he said, ‘must be tak- 
en bare-handed, for the glove could be a sign of future betrayal.’ 
The hall was scandalized a second time. The dignitaries whis- 
pered among themselves that the caliph had been insulted, and 
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there was talk of punishing the insolent Franj. But after a fresh 
intervention by Shawar, the caliph, preserving his calm, removed 
his glove, extended his bare hand, and repeated word for word 
the oath dictated to him by Morri’s representatives. 

As soon as this singular interview had been concluded, the 
Egyptians and Franj met to elaborate a plan to cross the Nile and 
decimate Shirkth’s army, which was then heading south. An ene- 
my detachment, commanded by Amalric, was hard on his heels. 
Saladin’s uncle wanted to create the impression that he was on 
the run. He was well aware that his major handicap was that he 
was cut off from his bases, and he therefore sought to put the 
pursuing army in the same position. When he was more than a 
week’s march from Cairo, he ordered his troops to halt and, in an 
impassioned harangue, told them that the hour of victory was at 
hand. 

The confrontation actually came on 18 March 1167, near the 
town of al-Babayn, on the west bank of the Nile. The two armies, 
exhausted by their interminable race, threw themselves desper- 
ately into the fray, eager to get it over with once and for all. 
Shirkuh had assigned command of the centre to Saladin, ordering 
him to retreat as soon as the enemy changed. Amalric and his 
knights rushed toward him banners unfurled, and when Saladin 
pretended to flee, they pursued him ardently without realizing 
that the right and left flanks of the Syrian army had already 
moved in to cut off any possible retreat. Losses among the Frank- 
ish knights were heavy, but Amalric managed to escape. He re- 
turned to Cairo, where the bulk of his troops remained, firmly re- 
solved to seek vengeance at the earliest opportunity. He and 
Shawar were already collaborating on preparations to lead a pow- 
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erful army back south to Upper Egypt when some barely credible 
news arrived: Shirkth had seized Alexandria, Egypt’s largest city, 
situated in the far north of the country, on the Mediterranean 
coast. 

What had happened was that immediately after his victory at 
al-Babayn, the unpredictable Kurdish general, without waiting 
even a single day and before his enemies had time to recover their 
wits, had crossed the entire length of Egypt at dizzying speed, 
from south to north, and had entered Alexandria in triumph. The 
population of the great Mediterranean port, hostile to the alliance 
with the Franj, greeted the Syrians as liberators. 

Shawar and Amalric, forced to keep pace with the hellish 
rhythm at which Shirkuh was waging this war, decided to lay 
siege to Alexandria. Food was so scarce in the city that within a 
month the populace, faced with the threat of famine, began to re- 
gret having welcomed the Syrian expeditionary corps. When a 
Frankish fleet arrived and moored alongside the port, the situa- 
tion seemed hopeless. Nevertheless, Shirkth refused to admit de- 
feat. He turned over command of the troops in the city to Saladin, 
and then, assembling a few hundred of his best cavalry, organized 
a daring nocturnal sortie. He passed through the enemy lines at 
full speed and drove his troops, riding day and night, . . . back to 
Upper Egypt! 

Meanwhile, the blockade of Alexandria was being steadily 
tightened. Famine was now compounded by epidemic, and by dai- 
ly catapult attacks. The command was a weighty responsibility for 
the 29-year-old Saladin. But the diversion organized by his uncle 
worked. Shirkuh was not unaware that Morri was anxious to 
wind up this campaign and get back to his kingdom, which was 
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under constant harassment by Nur al-Din. By opening a second 
front in the south instead of allowing himself to be bottled up in 
Alexandria, the Kurdish general threatened to prolong the conflict 
indefinitely. He even fomented an uprising against Shawar in Up- 
per Egypt, convincing many armed peasants to join him. Once he 
had enough troops, he moved towards Cairo and sent Amalric a 
cleverly worded message. We are both wasting time here, he said 
in substance. If the king would think things through patiently, he 
would understand that driving me out of this country would be in 
no one’s interest but Shawar’s. Amalric was convinced, and agree- 
ment was soon reached: the siege of Alexandria was lifted, and 
Saladin left the city to the salutes of a guard of honour. In August 
1167 the two armies both left Egypt, just as they had three years 
earlier, returning to their respective countries. Nur al-Din, satis- 
fied at having retrieved the best of his army, was now fed up with 
these futile Egyptian adventures. 

And yet, as if decreed by fate, the race for the Nile broke out 
yet again the following year. When he had left Cairo, Amalric felt 
it prudent to leave a detachment of knights behind—just to make 
sure that his alliance with the Fatimids was properly observed. 
One of their major duties was to oversee the city gates and to pro- 
tect the Frankish functionaries assigned to collect the annual trib- 
ute of one hundred thousand dinars that Shawar had promised to 
pay the Kingdom of Jerusalem. Inevitably, the heavy tax burden, 
combined with the prolonged presence of this foreign force, 
aroused resentment among the citizenry. 

Public opinion steadily mounted against the occupiers. It was 
suggested sotto voce, even within the caliph’s own entourage, that 
an alliance with Nur al-Din would be a lesser evil. Behind 


233 of 405 


Maalouf, Amin 


Shawar’s back, messages began to flow to and fro between Cairo 
and Aleppo. The son of Zangi, in no hurry to intervene, simply 
observed the reactions of the king of Jerusalem. 

The Frankish knights and functionaries stationed in the Egypt- 
ian capital, well aware of the growing hostility, were frightened. 
They sent messages to Amalric begging him to come to their aid. 
At first the monarch hesitated. The wise choice would have been 
to withdraw his garrison from Cairo and be content with a neu- 
tral and inoffensive Egypt as his neighbour. But he was tempera- 
mentally inclined to the leap in the dark. In October 1168, en- 
couraged by the arrival in the Middle East of a large number of 
Occidental knights eager to ‘crush the Saracen’, he decided to 
throw his army against Egypt for the fourth time. 

This new campaign began with a slaughter as horrible as it was 
gratuitous. The Occidentals seized Bilbays and, without the 
slightest provocation, massacred the inhabitants: men, women, 
and children, Muslims and Christians of the Coptic church. As 
Ibn al-Athir said quite correctly, if the Franj had acted differently in 
Bilbays, they could have taken Cairo with the greatest of ease, for the city’s 
notables were prepared to surrender it. But when they heard of the mas- 
sacres perpetrated in Bilbays, people decided to resist regardless. As the in- 
vaders approached, Shawar ordered that the old city of Cairo be 
put to the torch. Twenty thousand jugs of naphtha were poured 
onto market stalls, houses, palaces, and mosques. The inhabitants 
were evacuated to the new city, founded by the Fatimids in the 
tenth century, which comprised mainly palaces, administrative of- 
fices, and barracks, as well as the religious university of al-Azhar. 
The fire raged for fifty-four days. 

In the meantime, the vizier tried to keep open the lines of com- 
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munication to Amalric, in an effort to convince him to abandon 
this foolhardy enterprise. Shawar hoped to be able to achieve this 
without any fresh intervention by Shirkth. But his faction in 
Cairo was losing strength. In particular, the caliph al-‘Adid had 
taken the initiative of dispatching a letter to Nur al-Din asking 
him to rush to Egypt’s aid. In an effort to move the son of Zangi, 
the Fatimid sovereign enclosed some locks of hair with his mis- 
sive. These, he explained, are locks of hair from my wives. They beseech 
you to come and rescue them from the outrages of the Franj. 

Nur al-Din’s reaction to this anxious message has been pre- 
served thanks to particularly valuable testimony from Saladin 
himself, who is quoted by Ibn al-Athir: 


When the appeals from al-‘Adid arrived, Nir al-Din sum- 
moned me and told me what was happening. Then he said: 
‘Go and see your uncle Shirkth in Homs and urge him to 
come at once, for there must be no delay.’ I left Aleppo, and a 
mile from the city I encountered my uncle, who was already 
on his way. Nur al-Din ordered him to prepare to leave for 


Egypt. 


The Kurdish general then asked his nephew to accompany him, 
but Saladin demurred. 


I answered that I was not prepared to forget the sufferings 
endured in Alexandria. My uncle then said to Nur al-Din: ‘It 
is absolutely necessary that Yusuf go with me.’ And Nir al- 
Din thus repeated his orders. I tried to explain the state of 
financial embarrassment in which I found myself. He ordered 
that money be given to me and I had to go, like a man being 
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led offto his death. 


This time there was no confrontation between Shi:rkuh and 
Amalric. Impressed by the determination of the Cairenes, who 
were prepared to destroy their city rather than surrender it to 
him, and fearing that he could be attacked from behind by the 
Syrian army, the Frankish king withdrew to Palestine on 2 January 
1169. Six days later the Kurdish general arrived in Cairo, to be 
hailed as a saviour by the population and the Fatimid dignitaries 
alike. Shawar himself even seemed elated. But no one was taken 
in. Although he had fought against the Franj during past weeks, 
he was still considered their friend, and he had to pay for it. On 
18 January he was lured into an ambush, sequestered in a tent, 
and then killed by Saladin himself, with the written approval of 
the caliph. That same day, Shfrkuh replaced him as vizier. But 
when he donned his brocade silk and went to his predecessor's 
residence to move in, he found the place empty-there was not 
even a cushion to sit on. Everything had been stolen as soon as 
the death of Shawar was announced. 

It had taken the Kurdish general three campaigns to become 
the real ruler of Egypt. But he was not to savour his pleasure for 
long. On 23 March, just two months after his triumph, he was 
taken ill after an excessively sumptuous meal. He was seized by 
an atrocious sensation of suffocation and died within a few min- 
utes. His death marked the end ofan era, but also the beginning 
of another, one whose repercussions would be infinitely greater. 


Upon the death of Shirkuh, Ibn al-Athfr reports, the advisers 
of the caliph alAclid suggested that he name Yusuf the new 
vizier, because he was the youngest, and seemingly the most 
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inexperienced and weakest, of the emirs of the army. 


Saladin was indeed summoned to the sovereign’s palace, where 
he was given the title al-malik al-nir, ‘the victorious king’, as well 
as the distinctive accoutrements of the vizier: a white turban 
stitched in gold, a robe with a scarlet-lined tunic, a jewel-encrust- 
ed sword, a chestnut mare with a saddle and bridle adorned with 
engraved gold and encrusted pearls, and many other precious ob- 
jects. Leaving the palace accompanied by a great cortege, he head- 
ed for his official residence. 

Yusuf managed to establish his authority within a few weeks. 
He discharged the Fatimid functionaries whose loyalty seemed 
doubtful, replacing them with his own close collaborators; a re- 
volt among the Egyptian troops was severely crushed. Finally, in 
October 1169, he repelled an absurd Frankish invasion, again led 
by Amalric, who had arrived in Egypt for the fifth and last time in 
the hope of capturing the port of Damietta, in the Nile delta. 
Manuel Comnenus, uneasy that one of Nur al-Din’s lieutenants 
now stood at the head of the Fatimid state, had accorded the 
Franj the support of the Byzantine fleet. But in vain. The Rum did 
not have enough supplies, and their allies declined to furnish any 
additional assistance. Within several weeks, Saladin was able to 
open talks with them and persuade them to bring the ill-con- 
ceived venture to an end. 

By the end of 1169 Yusuf was the unchallenged master of 
Egypt. In Jerusalem, Morri set his hopes on forging an alliance 
with Shirkuh's nephew against the main enemy of the Franj, Nur 
al-Din. The king's optimism may appear misguided, but it was 
not wholly without foundation. Saladin soon began to distance 
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himself from his master. He continually assured Nur al-Din of his 
loyalty and submission, of course, but real authority over Egypt 
could not be exercised from Damascus or Aleppo. 

Relations between the two men finally became dramatically 
tense. Despite his solid power-base in Cairo, Yusuf never dared to 
confront his elder directly. Whenever the son of Zangi invited 
him to a face-to-face meeting, Yusuf would find some pretext to 
avoid it, not for fear of falling into a trap, but because he was 
afraid that he would weaken if he found himself in the presence 
ofhis master. 

The first serious crisis came during the summer of 1171, when 
Nur al-Din demanded that the young vizier abolish the Fatimid 
caliphate. As a Sunni Muslim, the master of Syria could not allow 
one of his dependencies to remain under the spiritual authority of 
a ‘heretical’ dynasty. He sent several messages to this effect to 
Saladin, who was nevertheless reluctant to act. He was afraid of 
offending the sentiments of the population, which was mainly 
Shi'i, and of alienating the Fatimid dignitaries. Moreover, he was 
not unaware that he owed the legitimacy ofhis rule to his investi- 
ture by the caliph al-Acjid| He feared that by dethroning the 
caliph he would lose whatever formal sanction he had for his 
power in Egypt, in which case he would be reduced to the status 
ofa mere representative of Nur al-Din. In any case, he considered 
the son of Zangi's insistence on the matter as an attempt to tight- 
en his own political grip on Egypt, rather than an act of religious 
zeal. At the beginning of August, the master of Syria's demands 
that the Shi'i caliphate be abolished became an imperious order. 

His back to the wall, Saladin prepared himself to deal with pos- 
sible hostile reactions from the population, and even drafted a 


238 of 405 


The Crusades Through Arab Eyes (Saqi Essentials) 


public proclamation announcing the removal ofthe caliph. But he 
still hesitated to publish it. Although he was only twenty, al-'Aciid 
was seriously ill, and Saladin, who was bound to him by close ties 
of friendship, could not bring himself to betray his confidence. 
Then without warning, on Friday IO September 1171, a citizen of 
Mosul visiting Cairo entered a mosque, climbed the pulpit ahead 
of the preacher, and said the prayer in the name of the ‘Abbasid 
caliph. Curiously, there was no reaction, either at the time or in 
the following days. Was this man an agent sent by Nur al-Din to 
embarrass Saladin? Possibly. In any event, after this incident, the 
vizier could no longer postpone his decision, whatever his reluc- 
tance. The order was given that from the following Friday, there 
was to be no further mention of the Fatimids in the prayers. 
Al-Acjiid was then on his death-bed, half conscious, and Yusuf for- 
bade anyone to tell him the new. ‘If he recovers, Saladin said, 
then there will be plenty of time for him to find out. If not, let 
him die untormented. As it happened, al-Aciid expired a short 
time later, never having learned of the unhappy fate of his dy- 
nasty. 

As might well be expected, the fall of the Shi'i caliphate after 
two centuries of often glorious rule was a source of great grief to 
the Assassins sect, which ever since the days of I:Iasan Ibn al-Sab- 
bal) had hoped that the Fatimids would shake off their lethargy 
and usher in a new golden age of Shiism. The adherents of the 
sect were so devastated when they saw this dream vanish for ever 
that their commander in Syria, Rashid al-Din Sinan, known as 
the old man of the mountain’, sent a message to Amalric an- 
nouncing that he and all his supporters were prepared to convert 
to Christianity. At the time the Assassins held several fortresses 
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and villages in central Syria, where they lived relatively peaceful 
lives, seemingly having renounced the spectacular operations of 
bygone years. Although Rashid al-Din still commanded well- 
trained groups of killers and devoted preachers, many of the 
sects members had become law-abiding peasants, often even 
compelled to pay a regular tribute to the Order of the Templars. 

By promising to convert, the ‘old man’ hoped, among other 
things, that his flock would be exempted from the tribute, which 
only non-Christians had to pay. The Templars, who did not take 
their financial interests lightly, observed these contacts between 
Amalric and the Assassins with some disquiet. When it seemed 
that an agreement was at hand, they decided to block it. One day 
in 1173, as several envoys of Rashid al-Din were returning from 
an audience with the king, the Templars laid an ambush and mas- 
sacred them. There would be no further talk of conversion by the 
Assassins. 

Quite apart from this episode, the abolition of the Fatimid 
caliphate had another consequence as important as it was unex- 
pected: it invested Saladin with a political dimension he had hith- 
erto lacked. Obviously, Nur al-Din had not foreseen any such re- 
sult. The elimination of the caliph, instead of reducing Yusuf to 
the rank of a mere representative of the master of Syria, made 
him the effective sovereign of Egypt and the legitimate custodian 
of the fabulous treasures amassed by the defunct dynasty. Rela- 
tions between the two men would now grow steadily more embit- 
tered. 

Soon after these events, Saladin led a daring expedition against 
the Frankish fortress of Shawbak, east ofJerusalem. As the garri- 
son was about to capitulate, Saladin learned that Nur al-Din had 
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just arrived with his own troops to participate in the operation. 
Without a moment's delay, Saladin ordered his men to break 
camp and to return to Cairo at a forced march. The pretext, ex- 
plained in a letter to the son of Zangi, was that turmoil had sup- 
posedly broken out in Egypt, forcing a precipitate departure. 

But Nur al-Din was not deceived. Accusing Saladin of disloyalty 
and treason, he swore that he would personally travel to the land 
of the Nile to take matters in hand. The uneasy young vizier as- 
sembled his closest collaborators, among them his father Ayyiib, 
and asked them what attitude they thought he should take if Nur 
al-Din carried out his threat. When some of the emirs declared 
that they were ready to take up arms against the son of Zangi, 
and Saladin himself seemed to share their view, Ayyiib inter- 
vened, trembling with rage. Speaking to Yusuf as though he were 
a mere factotum, he said: I am your father, and if there is anyone 
here who loves you and wishes you well, it is L But know this: if 
Nur al-Din came, nothing could ever prevent me from bowing be- 
fore him and kissing the ground at his feet. If he ordered me to 
lop off your head with my sabre, I would do it. For this land is 
his. You shall write this to him: I have learned that you wanted to 
lead an expedition to Egypt, but there is no need for you to do so. 
This country belongs to you, and you need only send me a charg- 
er or camel and I will come to you a humble and submissive 
man. 

When the meeting was over, Ayyub gave his young son another 
lecture, this time in private: In God's name, if Nur al-Din tried to 
take so much as an inch of your territory, I would fight to the 
death against him. But why allow yourself to appear overtly ambi- 
tious? Time is on your side. Let Providence act.’ Convinced, Yusuf 
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sent the message his father had suggested to Syria, and Niir al- 
Din, now reassured, called off his punitive expedition at the last 
minute. But Saladin had learned something from this emergency, 
and shortly afterwards he sent one ofhis brothers, Tiiran-Shah, to 
Yemen, his mission being to conquer this mountainous land in 
south-west Arabia to prepare a refuge for the Ayyiib family just in 
case the son of Zangi again considered taking control of Egypt. 
And Yemen was in fact occupied without much difficulty, ‘in the 
name of King Niir al-Din’. 

In July 1173, less than two years after the missed rendezvous of 
Shawbak, a similar incident occurred. Saladin was leading an ex- 
pedition east of the Jordan, and Niir al-Din assembled his troops 
and set out to meet him. But once again the vizier was terrified at 
having to face his master directly, and hurriedly headed back to 
Egypt, claiming that his father was dying. In fact, Ayyiib had just 
fallen into a coma after an accident in which he had been thrown 
from his horse. But Niir al-Din was unwilling to accept this new 
excuse. And when Ayyub died in August, he realized that there 
was no longer anyone in Cairo in whom he had complete confi- 
dence. He therefore decided that the time had come to take per- 
sonal charge of Egyptian affairs. 

Niir al-Dfn began preparations to invade Egypt and wrench it away from 
Salab, al-Dfn Yusuf, for he had noted that the latter was shirking the fight 
against the Franj, for fear of having to unite with him. Our chronicler 
here, Ibn al-Athir, who was fourteen when these events occurred, 
takes a clear position in support of the son of Zangi. Yusufpreferred 
to see the Franj on his borders rather than le the direct neighbour ofNiir al- 
Dfn. The latter therefore wrote to Mosul and elsewhere asking that he le 
sent troops. But as he was preparing to march to Egypt with his soldiers, 
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God whispered to him the command that cannot be shunned. The ruler of 
Syria fell gravely ill, afflicted, it seems, by a very painful angina. 
His doctors prescribed bleeding, but he refused: ‘One does not 
bleed a man sixty years old’, he said. Other treatments were tried, 
but nothing worked. On 15 May 1174 it was announced in Dam- 
ascus that Niir al-Din Mal).miid, the saint-king, the mujahid who 
had united Muslim Syria and enabled the Arab world to prepare 
for the decisive struggle against the occupier, had died. That 
night, all the mosques were filled with people who had gathered 
to recite verses of the Koran in his memory. In time, Saladin 
would come to be seen as Niir al-Din's continuator rather than 
his rival, despite their conflict during these latter years. 

For the moment, however, resentment was the dominant emo- 
tion among the relatives and close associates of the deceased, and 
they feared that Yusuf would take advantage of the general confu- 
sion to attack Syria. In an effort to gain time, they did not notify 
Cairo of the news. But Saladin, who had friends everywhere, sent 
a finely worded message to Damascus by carrier-pigeon: News has 
come to us from the accursed enemy regarding the master Niir al-Dfn. If 
God forbid, it should le true, we must above all ensure that no division 
takes hold in our hearts and that no minds are gripped by unreason, for 
only the enemy would profit. 

In spite of these conciliatory words, fierce hostility would be 
aroused by the rise of Saladin. 
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10 


The Tears of Saladin 


You go too far, Yusuf; you overstep all limits. You are but a 
servant of Nur al-Din, and now you seek to grasp power for 
yourself alone? But make no mistake, for we who have raised 
you out of nothingness shall be able to return you to it! 


Some years later, this warning delivered to Saladin by the digni- 
taries of Aleppo would seem absurd. But in 1174, when the new 
master of Cairo was just beginning to emerge as the principal fig- 
ure of the Arab East, his merits were not yet evident for all to see. 
In Nur al-Din's entourage, both while he lived and just after his 
death, no one even spoke the name of Yusuf any more. Words like 
‘the upstart’, ‘the ingrate’, ‘the disloyal’, or, most often, ‘the inso- 
lent’ were used instead. 

Saladin himself generally shunned insolence; but his luck was 
surely insolent. And it was just this that annoyed his adversaries. 
For this 36-year-old Kurdish officer had never been an ambitious 
man, and those who knew him from the beginning felt sure that 
he would have been quite content to be no more than an emir 
among others had fate not propelled him, willy nilly, to the fore- 
front of the scene. 

He had accompanied his uncle to Egypt somewhat reluctantly 
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and his role in the conquest had been minimal. Nevertheless, just 
because of his self-effacement, he was drawn to the summit of 
power. He himself had not dared to proclaim the downfall of the 
Fatimids, but when he was forced to do so, he found himself heir 
to the richest of Muslim dynasties. And when Nur al-Din resolved 
to put him in his place, Yusuf had no need even to resist: his mas- 
ter suddenly died, leaving as his successor an 11-year-old adoles- 
cent, al-Salib. 

On 11 July 1174, less than two months later, Amalric also died, 
the victim of dysentery, just when he was preparing yet another 
invasion of Egypt, this time with the support of a powerful Sicil- 
ian fleet. He bequeathed the Kingdom of Jerusalem to his son 
Baldwin IV, a young man of thirteen afflicted by the most terrible 
of maledictions: leprosy. Throughout the Orient, there was but a 
single monarch who could stand in the way ofthe irresistible rise 
of Saladin, and that was Manuel, emperor of the Rum, who in- 
deed dreamed of some day becoming the suzerain of Syria and 
who intended to invade Egypt in conjunction with the Franj. But 
then in September 1176, as if to complete the series of gifts fate 
bestowed upon Saladin, the powerful Byzantine army, which had 
checked Nur al-Din for nearly fifteen years, was crushed by Kilij 
Arslan If, the grandson of the first Kilij Arslan, in the battle of 
Myrioke-phalon. Manuel died soon afterwards, condemning the 
Christian empire in the East to sink into anarchy. 

Can one blame Saladin’s panegyrists for detecting the hand of 
Providence in this succession of unexpected events? Yusuf him- 
self never claimed credit for his good fortune. He always took care 
to thank, after God, ‘my uncle Shirkuh’ and ‘my master Nur al- 
Din’. It is true that the greatness of Saladin lay also in his mod- 
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esty. 


One day when Salal:i al-Din was tired and was trying to 
rest, one of his mamliiks came to him and handed him a paper 
to sign. I am exhausted’, said the sultan, ‘come back in an 
hour. But the man insisted. He fairly stuck the page in Sala]. 
al-Din's face, saying, ‘Let the master sign!’ The sultan 
replied, ‘But I have no inkwell here.’ He was seated at the en- 
trance to his tent, and the mamliik remarked that there was 
an inkwell inside. ‘There is an inkwell, at the back of the 
tent’, he cried, which meant, in effect, that he was ordering 
Sala}J. al-Din to go and get the inkwell himself, no less. The 
sultan turned, saw the inkwell, and said, ‘By God, you're 
right.. He reached back, bracing himself with his left hand, 
and grasped the inkwell in his right. Then he signed the pa- 


per. 


This incident, related by Baha’ al-Din, Saladin's personal secre- 
tary and biographer, is a striking illustration of what made him so 
different from the monarchs of his time, indeed of all times: he 
was able to remain humble with the humble, even after he had 
become the most powerful of the powerful. The chroniclers, of 
course, evoke his courage, his sense ofjustice, and his zeal for the 
jihad, but through their writings a more touching, more human, 
image always transpires. 


One day, Baha’ al-Dfn relates, in the midst of our campaign 
against the Franj, Sala}J. al-Din summoned his close compan- 
ions. In his hand was a letter he had just finished reading, 
and when he tried to speak, he broke down. Seeing him in 
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this state, we were unable to hold back our own tears, even 
though we did not know what was the matter. Finally, his 
voice choked with tears, he said, ‘Taqi al-Din, my nephew, is 
dead.’ Then his warm tears began to flow again, as did ours. 
When I regained my composure I said to him, ‘Let us not for- 
get the campaign in which we are engaged, and let us ask 
God to forgive us for having abandoned ourselves to this 
grief. SalalJ, al-Din agreed. ‘Yes, he said, ‘may God forgive 
me! May God forgive me!’ He repeated these words several 
times, and then he added, ‘Let no one know what has hap- 
pened!’ Then he had rose water brought to wash his eyes. 


The tears of Saladin flowed on other occasions besides the 
deaths of those closest to him. 


Once, Baha’ al-Dfn recalls, when I was riding at the sultan’s 
side against the Franj, an army scout came to us with a sob- 
bing woman beating her breast. ‘She came from the Franj 
camp’, the scout explained, ‘and wants to see the master. We 
brought her here.’ Salal:i al-Din asked his interpreter to ques- 
tion her. She said: ‘Yesterday some Muslim thieves entered 
my tent and stole my little girl. I cried all night, and our com- 
manders told me: the king of the Muslims is merciful; we 
will let you go to him and you can ask for your daughter 
back. Thus have I come, and I place all my hopes in you.’ 
Salal:i al-Din was touched, and tears came to his eyes. He 
sent someone to the slave market to look for the girl, and 
less than an hour later a horseman arrived bearing the child 
on his shoulders. As soon as she saw them, the girl's mother 
threw herself to the ground and smeared her face with sand. 
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All those present wept with emotion. She looked heavenward 
and began to mutter incomprehensible words. Thus was her 
daughter returned to her, and she was escorted back to the 
camp ofthe Franj. 


Those who knew Saladin say little about his physical appear- 
ance: he was small and frail, with a short, neat beard. They prefer 
to speak of his pensive and somewhat melancholy face, which 
would suddenly light up with a comforting smile that would put 
anyone talking to him at ease. He was always affable with visi- 
tors, insisting that they stay to eat, treating them with full hon- 
ours, even if they were infidels, and satisfying all their requests. 
He could not bear to let someone who had come to him depart 
disappointed, and there were those who did not hesitate to take 
advantage of this quality. One day, during a truce with the Franj, 
the ‘Brins’, lord of Antioch, arrived unexpectedly at Saladin's tent 
and asked him to return a district that the sultan had taken four 
years earlier. And he agreed! 

Saladin's generosity sometimes bordered on the irresponsible. 


His treasurers, Baha' al-Dfn reveals, always kept a certain 
sum hidden away for emergencies, for they knew that if the 
master learned of the existence of this reserve, he would 
spend it immediately. In spite of this precaution, when the 
sultan died the state treasury contained no more than an in- 
got of Tyre gold and forty-seven dirhams of silver. 


When some of his collaborators chided him for his profligacy, 
Saladin answered with a nonchalant smile: ‘There are people for 
whom money is no more important than sand. Indeed, he felt 
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genuine contempt for riches and luxury, and when the fabulous 
palaces of the Fatimid caliphs fell into his hands, he settled his 
emirs in them, preferring himself to live in the more modest resi- 
dence reserved for the viziers. 

This was but one of many features that Saladin and Nur al-Din 
appeared to have in common. In fact, Saladin's adversaries saw 
him as no more than a pale reflection of his master. In reality, in 
his contacts with others, especially his soldiers, he behaved far 
more warmly than his predecessor had. And although he ob- 
served the letter of religious precepts, he lacked the slight streak 
of bigotry that the son of Zangi had manifested on occasion. In 
general, one may say that Saladin was as demanding of himself as 
Nur al-Din had been, but more lenient with others, although he 
was even more merciless than his elder when dealing with those 
who had insulted Islam, be they ‘heretics’ or certain ofthe Franj. 

Beyond these differences of personality, Saladin was strongly 
influenced, especially at the beginning, by the imposing stature of 
Nur al-Din, of whom he strove to be a worthy successor, relent- 
lessly pursuing the same objectives: to unify the Arab world, and 
to mobilize the Muslims, both morally, with the aid of a powerful 
propaganda apparatus, and militarily, in order to reconquer the 
occupied territories, above all Jerusalem. 


In the summer of 1174, as the emirs of Damascus who supported 
young al-Sali}:i were discussing the best way to hold out against 
Saladin, even considering an alliance with the Franj, the ruler of 
Cairo sent them a genuinely challenging letter. In it, judiciously 
concealing his conflict with Nur al-Din, he unhesitatingly pre- 
sented himself as the continuator of his suzerain’s work and the 
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faithful guardian of his heritage. 


If, he wrote, our late king had detected among you a man as 
worthy of his confidence as me, would he not have entrusted 
him with the leadership of Egypt, the most important of his 
provinces? You may be sure that had Nur al-Din not died so 
soon, he would have designated me to educate his son and to 
watch over him. Now, I observe, you are behaving as though 
you alone served my master and his son, and you are at- 
tempting to exclude me. But I shall soon arrive. In honour of 
the memory of my master, I shall perform deeds that will 
have their effect, and each of you will be punished for his 
misconduct. 


Here it is difficult to recognize the circumspect man of previous 
years. It is as if the death of his master had unleashed long pent- 
up aggression. It is true that the circumstances were exceptional, 
for this message had a precise function: it was the declaration of 
war with which Saladin would begin the conquest of Muslim Syr- 
ia. When he sent this message in October 1174, the ruler of Cairo 
was already on his way to Damascus, leading seven hundred cav- 
alry. That was far too few for a siege of the Syrian metropolis, but 
Yusuf had carefully calculated the odds. Frightened by the unchar- 
acteristically violent tone of Saladin's missive, al-Sali}J and his col- 
laborators preferred to retreat to Aleppo. Crossing Franj territory 
with no difficulty via what could now be called the ‘Shirkuh trail’, 
Saladin arrived at Damascus in late October; supporters of his 
family quickly threw open the gates and welcomed him. 

Encouraged by this victory, won without a single sword-stroke, 
he continued on his way. He left the Damascus garrison under the 
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command of one of his brothers and headed for central Syria, 
where he seized Homs and Hama. During this lightning cam- 
paign, Ibn al-Athir tells us, $ala/; al-Din claimed to be acting in the 
name of the king al-$alil;, son of Nilr al-Din. He said that his aim was to 
defend the country against the Franj. Still faithful to the Zangi dy- 
nasty, the Mosul historian is at least suspicious of Saladin, whom 
he accuses of duplicity. He was not entirely wrong. Yusuf, anxious 
not to act as a usurper, did indeed present himself as the protec- 
tor of al-Sali}J. ‘In any event’, he said, ‘this adolescent cannot gov- 
ern alone. He needs a tutor, a regent, and no one is better placed 
than me to perform that function. He sent al-Salih letter after let- 
ter assuring him of his loyalty, ordered prayers to be said for him 
in the mosques of Cairo and Damascus, and coined money in his 
name. 

The young monarch was wholly unmoved by these gestures. In 
December 1174, when Saladin laid siege to Aleppo ‘to protect 
King al-Sali}J from the nefarious influence of his advisers’, the son 
of Nur al-Din assembled the people of the city and delivered a 
moving speech: ‘Behold this unjust and ungrateful man who 
wishes to take my country from me without regard to God or 
man! I am an orphan, and I rely upon you to defend me, in memo- 
ry of my father who so loved you.’ Deeply touched, the Aleppans 
decided to resist ‘the outlaw come what may. Yusuf, seeking to 
avoid a direct conflict with al-Sali}J, lifted the siege. On the other 
hand, he now decided to proclaim himself 'king of Egypt and Syr- 
ia, and would thus no longer depend on any suzerain. The chron- 
iclers would also call him ‘sultan’, but he himself never adopted 
this title. Saladin later returned several times to the walls of Alep- 
po, but he could never bring himself to cross swords with the son 
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of Nur al-Din. 

Al-Salil).'s advisers decided to resort to the services of the As- 
sassins in an effort to remove this permanent threat. They made 
contact with Rashid al-Din Sinful, who promised to get rid of Yu- 
suf for them. The ‘old man of the mountain’ could have asked 
nothing better than to settle accounts with the grave-digger of the 
Fatimid dynasty. The first assault came at the beginning of 1175: 
some Assassins penetrated Saladin's camp as far as his tent, 
where an emir recognized them and barred their way. He was se- 
riously wounded, but the alarm had been sounded. Guards came 
running, and after a murderous fight, the Batinis were massacred. 
This only postponed matters. On 22 May 1176, when Saladin was 
again campaigning in the region of Aleppo, an Assassin burst into 
his tent and dealt him a dagger-stroke in the head. Fortunately, 
the sultan had been on his guard since the previous attack, and 
had taken the precaution of wearing a head-dress of mail under 
his fez. The would-be killer then went for his victim's neck. But 
again his blade was checked. Saladin was wearing a long tunic of 
thick material whose high collar was reinforced with mail. One of 
the army emirs then arrived, seized the dagger with one hand and 
with the other struck the Batini, who collapsed. But before Sal- 
adin had had time to rise, a second killer leapt upon him, then a 
third. The guards, however, had meanwhile arrived, and the as- 
sailants were massacred. Yusuf emerged from his tent haggard 
and reeling, amazed that he had escaped injury. 

As soon as he had regained his wits, he decided to mount an 
attack on the lair of the Assassins in central Syria, where Rashid 
al-Din Sinan controlled ten or so fortresses. Saladin laid siege to 
the most formidable of them, Mal*yaf, perched on the summit ofa 
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cliff. Exactly what happened in the land ofthe Assassins that Au- 
gust of 1176 will probably always remain a mystery. One version, 
that of Ibn al-Athir, has it that Sinan sent a letter to a maternal 
uncle of Saladin's, swearing to have all the members of the ruling 
family killed. Such a threat from the Assassins sect could not be 
taken lightly, especially after the two attempts to assassinate the 
sultan. The siege of Mal¢yaf was then lifted, according to this ac- 
count. 

A second version of events has come down to us from the As- 
sassins themselves. It is recounted in one of the few surviving 
writings of the sect, a narrative signed by one of their adherents, 
a certain Abu Firas, whose story runs as follows. Sinful was away 
from Ma yaf when the fortress was besieged. He and two com- 
panions posted themselves on a neighbouring hill, from which 
Sinan observed the development of operations. Saladin then or- 
dered his men to go and capture Sinful. A large detachment sur- 
rounded him, but when the soldiers tried to approach, their arms 
and legs were paralysed by a mysterious force. The ‘old man of 
the mountain’ then asked them to inform the sultan that he want- 
ed to meet him personally and in private; the terrified soldiers ran 
to tell their master what had just happened. Saladin, suspecting 
that something was amiss, had lime and ashes spread around his 
tent to detect any footprints, and at nightfall he posted guards 
with torches to protect him. Suddenly, in the middle of the night, 
he awoke with a start, and barely glimpsed an unknown figure 
gliding out of his tent, a figure he believed to be Sinan himself. 
On the bed the mysterious visitor had left a poisoned cake and a 
piece of paper on which someone had written: You are in our power. 
Saladin is then said to have cried out, and his guards came run- 
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ning. They swore they had seen nothing. The next day, Saladin 
hurriedly lifted the siege and returned to Damascus. 

This account is undoubtedly highly embellished, but it is a fact 
that Saladin reversed his policy toward the Assassins very sud- 
denly. Despite his aversion for heretics of all varieties, he never 
again tried to threaten the territory of the Batinis. On the con- 
trary, he now sought to conciliate them, thus depriving his ene- 
mies, Muslim and Franj alike, of a precious auxiliary. The sultan 
had decided to make sure that he held all the trumps in the battle 
for control of Syria. It is true that for all practical purposes victory 
was his from the time of his conquest of Damascus. But the con- 
flict nevertheless dragged on interminably. The many campaigns 
that had to be waged-against the Frankish states, against Alep- 
po, against Mosul, which was also ruled by a descendant of Zangi, 
and against various other princes ofJazi:ra and Asia Minor-were 
exhausting. Apart from all that, Saladin had to return to Cairo 
regularly to discourage intriguers and conspirators. 

The situation began to be resolved only towards the end of 
1181, when al-Sa.lib suddenly died, possibly poisoned, at the age 
of eighteen. Ibn al-Athir gives an emotional account of his last 
moments. 


When his condition worsened, the physicians advised him 
to take a bit of wine. He told them: I will not do so without 
advice from an ‘alim.' One of the leading doctors of law was 
then brought to his bedside and explained that religion au- 
thorized the use of wine as a medicine. Al-Sa.lib asked: nd 
do you really think that if God has decided to end my life he 
will change his mind if he sees me drinking wine?’ The man 
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of religion had to answer, No. 'Then', the dying man conclud- 
ed, I do not want to meet my creator with a forbidden drink 
in my stomach.’ 


Eighteen months later, on 18 June 1183, Saladin solemnly en- 
tered Aleppo. Egypt and Syria were now one, not merely in name, 
as during the reign of Niir al-Din, but in fact, under the uncon- 
tested authority of the Ayyubid sovereign. Curiously, the emer- 
gence of this powerful Arab state whose pressure mounted daily 
did not induce the Franj to exhibit greater solidarity among them- 
selves. On the contrary. As the king of Jerusalem, hideously de- 
formed by leprosy, sank into impotence, two rival clans embarked 
on a power struggle. The first, which favoured coming to some 
arrangement with Saladin, was led by Raymond, the count of 
Tripoli. The spokesman for the second, extremist faction was Rey- 
nald of Chatillon, the former prince of Antioch. 

Very dark, with a hawk-nose, fluent in Arabic, and an attentive 
reader of Islamic texts, Raymond could have passed for a Syrian 
emir but for his large stature, which betrayed his Western origins. 


Among the Franj at that time, [bn al-Athfr tells us, there was 
no wiser or more courageous man than the lord of Tripoli, 
Raymond Ibn Raymond al-Sanjili, a descendant of Saint- 
Gilles. But he was very ambitious, and desired to become 
king. He acted as regent for some time, but was soon de- 
posed. So resentful was he that he wrote to Salah al-Din, 
aligned himself with him, and asked for his help in becoming 
king of the Franj. Salab al-Din was delighted at the request, 
and quickly freed a number of knights of Tripoli who had 
been imprisoned among the Muslims. 
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Saladin paid close attention to this discord. When Raymond's 
‘Oriental’ current seemed in the ascendancy in Jerusalem, he 
struck a conciliatory note. In 1184 Baldwin IV's leprosy was in its 
final stages. His arms and legs had grown flaccid, his eyes dim. 
But he lacked neither courage nor common sense, and he had 
confidence in the count of Tripoli, who was striving to establish 
friendly relations with Saladin. The Andalusian traveller Ibn 
Jubayr, who visited Damascus that year, was surprised to find that 
in spite of the war, caravans travelled freely between Cairo and 
Damascus, passing through Franj territory. "The Christians’, he 
noted, ‘make the Muslims pay a tax, which is applied without 
abuses. The Christian merchants in turn pay duty on their mer- 
chandise when they pass through the territory of the Muslims. 
There is complete understanding between the two sides, and eq- 
uity is respected. The men of war pursue their war, but the people 
remain at peace.’ 

Far from being in any hurry to put an end to this coexistence, 
Saladin indicated that he was prepared to go even further on the 
road to peace. In March 1185 the leprous king ofJerusalem died 
at the age of twenty-four, bequeathing the throne to his nephew 
Baldwin V, a six-year-old child. The regency went to the count of 
Tripoli, who, aware that he needed time to consolidate his power, 
quickly dispatched emissaries to Damascus to seek a truce. Al- 
though Saladin felt sure that he was now in a position to open the 
decisive battle with the Occidentals, he nevertheless demonstrat- 
ed that he was not seeking a confrontation at any price. He agreed 
to a four-year truce. 

But a year later, when the child-king died in August 1186, a 
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struggle broke out for the post of regent. The mother of the young 
monarch, Ibn al-Athir explains, had fallen in love with a man named 
Guy, a Franj recently arrived from the West. She married him, and when 
the child died, she gave the throne to her husband, summoni, , the patri- 
arch, the priests, the monks, the Hospitallers, the Templars, and the barons 
and informing them that she had transferred power to Guy, to whom she 
then had them swear allegiance. Raymond refused; he preferred to reach an 
agreement with $alo.b al-Dfn. The Guy in question was King Guy of 
Lusignan, a handsome, dim-witted man completely devoid of po- 
litical or military competence and always inclined to agree with 
the last person to whom he had spoken. In reality, he was no 
more than a puppet in the hands of the ‘hawks’, the leader of 
whom was old ‘Brins Amat’, Reynald of Chatillon. 

Following his Cypriot adventure and his exactions in northern 
Syria, Reynald had spent fifteen years in the prisons of Aleppo be- 
fore being released in 1175 by the son ofNiir al-Din. His captivity 
had only aggravated his defects. More fanatical, greedy, and blood- 
thirsty than ever, Amat aroused more hatred between the Arabs 
and Franj than had been caused by decades of war and massacres. 
After his release he had failed to retake Antioch, where his step- 
son Bohemond II now held the throne. He therefore settled in 
the Kingdom of Jerusalem, where he quickly married a young 
widow who presented him as a dowry with various territories ly- 
ing east of the Jordan River, in particular the powerful fortresses 
of Karak and Shawbak. Having formed an alliance with the Tem- 
plars and with many newly arrived knights, he enjoyed mounting 
influence at the court in Jerusalem, which only Raymond succeed- 
ed in counterbalancing for a time. Reynald sought to impose the 
same policy as that pursued by the first Frankish invaders: to 
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fight relentlessly against the Arabs, to pillage and massacre with- 
out restraint, to conquer new territories. He regarded any concili- 
ation, any compromise, as treason. He felt bound by no truce or 
agreement. In any event, he explained cynically, what was the val- 
ue of an oath sworn to infidels? 

In 1180 an agreement between Damascus and Jerusalem had 
guaranteed the free circulation of goods and persons in the re- 
gion. A few months later, a caravan of rich Arab merchants cross- 
ing the Syrian desert on its way to Mecca was attacked by Rey- 
nald, who confiscated all the merchandise. Saladin complained to 
Baldwin IV, who dared not punish his vassal. In the autumn of 
1182 a more serious incident occurred: Amat decided to raid 
Mecca itself. The expedition set out from Eilat, which was then a 
small Arab fishing village on the Gulf of Aqaba. Some Red Sea pi- 
rates guided the Franj along the coast; they attacked Yanbitii)., the 
port servicing Medina, and then Rabigh, not far from Mecca. 
Along the way Reynald sank a boat carrying Muslim pilgrims to 
Jidda. Everyone was taken by surprise, Ibn al-Athir explains, for the 
people of these regions had never seen a Franj before, whether merchant or 
warrior. Drunk with success, the attackers took their time filling 
their ships with booty. Reynald then returned to his own territo- 
ty, while his men spent many months plying the Red Sea. Sal- 
adin's brother al-%.dil, who was governing Egypt in his brother's 
absence, armed a fleet and sent it out against the pillagers, who 
were crushed. Some of them were taken to Mecca, where they 
were publicly beheaded, an exemplary punishment, the Mosul histo- 
rian concludes, for those who had sought to violate the holy places. 
News of Reynald's insane escapade spread throughout the Mus- 
lim world, where Amat would henceforth symbolize everything 


258 of 405 


The Crusades Through Arab Eyes (Saqi Essentials) 


most hideous about the Frankish enemy. 

Saladin had responded by staging a few raids against Reynald's 
territory, but in spite of his anger, the sultan remained magnani- 
mous. In November 1183, for example, he had set up catapults 
around the citadel of Karak and was bombarding it with huge 
chunks of rock, when the defenders sent word that a princely 
marriage was being celebrated inside. Although the bride was 
Reynald's step-daughter, Saladin asked the besieged in which 
pavilion the newl,,, eds would reside and then ordered his men to 
spare that sector. 

Such gestures, alas, counted for nothing with Amat. For a 
while he had been neutralized by the wise Raymond, but with the 
accession of King Guy in 1186, he was again able to lay down the 
law. A few weeks later, ignoring the truce that was to have re- 
mained in effect for another two and a half years, the prince 
swooped, like a bird of prey, on a large caravan of Arab pilgrims 
and merchants who were peacefully making their way to Mecca. 
He massacred all the armed men and led the rest of the troop into 
captivity in Karak. When some of them dared to remind Reynald 
of the truce, he told them defiantly: ‘Let your Mu}:iammad come 
and deliver you!’ When these words were reported to Saladin sev- 
eral weeks later, he swore that he would kill Amat with his own 
hands. 

For the time being, however, the sultan sought to temporize. 
He sent emissaries to Reynald asking that the captives be released 
and their property restored, in accordance with the terms of the 
truce. When the prince refused to receive them, the emissaries 
went to Jerusalem, where they were greeted by Guy. He professed 
to be shocked at the behaviour of his vassal but dared not risk a 
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conflict with him. The ambassadors insisted: would the hostages 
of Prince Amat continue to rot in the dungeons of Karak, in viola- 
tion of all the agreements and oaths? The inept Guy washed his 
hands ofthe matter. 

The truce was broken. Although Saladin was prepared to have 
honoured it for its full duration, he was not apprehensive at the 
resumption of hostilities. He dispatched messengers to the emirs 
of Egypt, Syria, Jazira, and elsewhere announcing that the Franj 
had treacherously flouted their commitments, and he called upon 
his allies and vassals to unite all the forces at their command to 
take part in the jihad against the occupier. Thousands of cavalry 
and foot-soldiers converged on Damascus from all the lands of Is- 
lam. The city was inundated by a sea of waving banners, small 
camel-skin tents in which soldiers took shelter from the sun and 
rain, and vast royal pavilions of richly coloured fabric adorned 
with calligraphic verses from the Koran or poems. 

While this mobilization proceeded, the Franj remained mired 
in their internecine quarrels. King Guy thought it a propitious 
moment to dispose of his rival Raymond, whom he accused of 
complicity with the Muslims. The army ofJerusalem prepared for 
an attack on Tiberias, a small city of Galilee belonging to the wife 
ofthe count of Tripoli. Alerted, the count went to see Saladin and 
proposed an alliance. Saladin accepted immediately and sent a de- 
tachment of troops to reinforce the Tiberias garrison. The 
Jerusalem army withdrew. 

On 30 April 1187, as successive waves of Arab, Turkish, and 
Kurdish fighters continued to converge on Damascus, Saladin 
sent a messenger to Tiberias asking Raymond, in accordance with 
the agreement, to allow his scouts to make a reconnaissance tour 
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of the coast of Lake Galilee. The count was embarrassed, but 
could not refuse. His only demands were that the Muslim soldiers 
be out of his territory by nightfall and that they promise not to at- 
tack his subjects or their property. To avoid any incidents, he 
warned all the surrounding localities that the Muslim troops 
would be passing through, and he asked the inhabitants to stay at 
home. 

At dawn the next day, Friday the first of May, seven thousand 
cavalry under the command of one of Saladin's lieutenants passed 
before the walls of Tiberius. That same night, as they retraced 
their steps on their return passage, they respected the count's de- 
mands to the letter: they attacked neither village nor chateau, 
looted neither gold nor cattle, yet their passage was not without 
incident. By chance, the grand masters of the Templars and the 
Hospitallers happened to have been in one ofthe area's fortresses 
the evening before, when Raymond's messenger arrived to an- 
nounce that a Muslim detachment would be passing through. The 
monk-soldiers pricked up their ears. They had no pact with the 
Saracens. Hastily gathering a few hundred knights and foot-sol- 
diers, they decided to assault the Muslim cavalry near the village 
of Saffuriya, north of Nazareth. But the Franj were decimated in a 
matter of minutes. Only the grand master of the Templars man- 
aged to escape. 


Frightened by this defeat, Ibn al-Athfr relates, the Franj sent 
their patriarch, priests, and monks, together with a large 
number of knights, to Raymond. They remonstrated bitterly 
with him about his alliance with Salfili al-Din, saying: ‘You 
must surely have converted to Islam, otherwise you could 
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never tolerate what has just happened. You would not have 
allowed Muslims to cross your territory, to massacre Tem- 
plars and Hospitallers, to carry off prisoners, without doing 
anything to stop it!) The count’s own soldiers, those of 
Tripoli and Tiberias, also chided him, and the patriarch 
threatened to excommunicate him and to annul his marriage. 
Raymond was unnerved by this pressure. He begged their 
pardon and repented. They forgave him, there was a reconcil- 
iation, and they asked him to place his troops at the disposal 
of the king and to join the battle against the Muslims. The 
count left with them. The Franj reassembled their troops, 
cavalry and foot-soldiers, near Acre, and then they marched, 
shuffling along, toward the village of Saffuriya. 


In the Muslim camp, the debacle of these universally feared and 
detested military-religious orders gave a foretaste of victory. 
Emirs and soldiers alike would henceforth hasten to cross swords 
with the Franj. In June Saladin assembled all his troops midway 
between Damascus and Tiberias: twelve thousand cavalry paraded 
before him, not to mention the foot-soldiers and auxiliary volun- 
teers. From the saddle ofhis charger, the sultan shouted the order 
of the day, soon re-echoed by thousands of excited voices: ‘Victo- 
ry over God's enemy!’ 


Saladin calmly analysed the situation for his general staff: "The 
opportunity now before us may well never arise again. In my 
view, the Muslim army must confront all the infidels in an orga- 
nized battle. we must throw ourselves resolutely into the jihad be- 
fore our troops disperse. The sultan wanted to prevent his vas- 
sals and allies returning home with their troops before the final 
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victory was won, for the fighting season ended in the autumn. 
The Franj, however, were extremely cautious warriors. Would 
they not seek to avoid the battle once they saw how numerous 
and well-organized the Muslim forces were? 

Saladin decided to lay a trap for them, praying to God that they 
would step into it. He headed for Tiberias, occupied the city in a 
single day, ordered many fires to be set, and laid siege to the 
citadel, which was occupied by the countess, wife of Raymond, 
and a handful of defenders. The Muslim army was quite capable 
of crushing all resistance, but the sultan restrained his men. The 
pressure had to be stepped up little by little. He pretended to pre- 
pare for the final assault while awaiting the enemy's reaction. 


When the Franj learned that alab al-Din had occupied and 
set fire to Tiberias, Ibn al-Athfr relates, they met in council. 
Some proposed marching against the Muslims to fight them 
and prevent them from seizing the citadel. But Raymond in- 
tervened: ‘Tiberias belongs to me’, he said, ‘and it is my own 
wife who is besieged. But I would be ready to allow the 
citadel to be taken and to let my wife be captured if I could 
be sure that Saladin's offensive would stop there; for, in 
God's name I have seen many a Muslim army in the past, but 
none as numerous or as powerful as the one Saladin com- 
mands today. Let us therefore avoid a confrontation with 
him. We can always retake Tiberias later, and ransom our 
prisoners.’ But Prince Amat, lord of Karak, said to him, ‘You 
are trying to frighten us with this talk of the strength of the 
Muslim forces simply because you like them and prefer their 
friendship. Otherwise you would not proffer such words. If 
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you tell me that they are numerous, I answer: the fire is not 
daunted by the quantity of wood to burn.’ The count then 
said: ‘I am one of you. I will do as you wish, fight at your 
side, but you will see what will happen.’ 


Once again, the most extremist arguments had triumphed 
among the Franj. 

Everything was ready for the battle. The army of Saladin was 
deployed in a fertile plain covered with fruit trees. Behind it was 
the fresh water of Lake Tiberias, fed by the Jordan River, while 
further on, toward the north-east, the majestic outline of the 
Golan Heights could be seen. Near the Muslim camp was a hill 
with two peaks, called ‘the horns of I:Iittin', after the village 
perched on its slopes. 

On 3 July the Frankish army, about twelve thousand strong, be- 
gan to move. In normal times, it did not take long to travel from 
Saffuriya to Tiberias: it was four hours’ march at most, but in 
summer this stretch of Palestinian land was arid. There were no 
sources of water and no wells, and the river-beds were dry. Never- 
theless, as they left Saffuriya in the early morning, the Franj were 
confident that by afternoon they would be able to slake their 
thirst at the lakeside. Saladin, however, had laid his trap carefully. 
Throughout the day his cavalry harassed the enemy, attacking 
from behind, from in front, and then on both flanks, pouring 
clouds of arrows down upon them relentlessly. Some losses were 
inflicted on the Occidentals in this way, but more important, they 
were forced to slow their advance. 

Shortly before nightfall, the Franj reached a promontory from 
which they could overlook the entire area. Just below them lay 
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the small village of EiW-n, a few earth-coloured houses, while the 
waters of Lake Tiberias glimmered at the bottom of the valley. Be- 
tween the Franj and the lake, in the verdant plain stretching along 
the river bank, was the army of Saladin. If they were to drink, 
they would need the sultan's permission. 

Saladin smiled. He knew that the Franj were exhausted, dying 
of thirst, that they had neither the strength nor the time to cut 
themselves a passage to the lake before dark, and that they would 
therefore have to spend the night without a drop to drink. Would 
they really be able to fight in these conditions? That night, Sal- 
adin divided his time between prayers and meetings with his gen- 
eral staff. At the same time, he ordered several of his emirs to slip 
behind the enemy in order to cut off any possible retreat, while 
making sure that all his men were in position and understood 
their orders. 

The next day, 4 July 1187, at first light of dawn, the Franj, now 
surrounded and crazy with thirst, desperately tried to move down 
the hill to reach the lake. Their foot-soldiers, more sorely tested 
than the knights by the previous day's exhausting march, rushed 
ahead blindly, bearing their battleaxes and maces like a burden. 
Wave upon wave of them were crushed as they encountered a sol- 
id wall of swords and lances. The survivors were pressed back up 
the hill in disarray, where they intermingled with the knights, 
now certain oftheir own defeat. No line of defence could be held. 
Yet they continued to fight with the courage born of despair. At 
the head of a handful of close collaborators, Raymond tried to cut 
a pathway through the Muslim lines. Saladin's lieutenants recog- 
nized him and allowed him to escape. He rode all the way back to 
Tripoli. 
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After the count's departure, the Franj were on the point of 
capitulating, Ibn al-Athfr writes. The Muslims had set fire to 
the dry grass, and the wind was blowing the smoke into the 
eyes of the knights. Assailed by thirst, flames, and smoke, by 
the summer heat and the fires of combat, the Franj were un- 
able to go on. But they believed that they could avoid death 
only by confronting it. They launched attacks so violent that 
the Muslims were about to give way. Nevertheless, with each 
assault the Franj suffered heavy losses and their numbers di- 
minished. The Muslims gained possession of the True Cross. 
For the Franj, this was the heaviest of losses, for it was on 
this cross, they claim, that the Messiah, peace be upon him, 
was crucified. 


According to Islam, Christ was crucified only in appearance, for 
God loved the son of Mary too much to allow such an odious tor- 
ture to be inflicted upon him. 

In spite of this loss, the last of the Franj survivors, nearly a 
hundred and fifty of their best knights, continued to fight bravely, 
digging in on the high ground above the village of I:linin, where 
they pitched their tents and organized resistance. But the Mus- 
lims pressed them from all sides, and finally only the king's tent 
remained standing. What happened next was recounted by the 
son of Saladin himself, al-Malik al-Afclal, who was seventeen at 
the time. 


I was at my father's side during the battle of I:littin, the 
first I had ever seen. When the king of the Franj found him- 
self on the hill, he and his men launched a fierce attack that 
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drove our own troops back to the place where my father was 
standing. I looked at him. He was saddened; he frowned and 
pulled nervously at his beard. Then he advanced, shouting 
‘Satan must not win!’ The Muslims again assaulted the hill. 
When I saw the Franj retreat under the pressure of our 
troops, I screamed with joy, We have won!’ But the Franj at- 
tacked again with all their might, and once again our troops 
found themselves grouped around my father. Now he urged 
them into the attack once more, and they forced the enemy 
to retreat up the hill. Again I screamed, ‘We have beaten 
them! But my father turned to me and said, 'Silence! We will 
have crushed them only when that tent on the hill has fall- 
en!’ Before he had time to finish his sentence, the king's tent 
collapsed. The sultan then dismounted, bowed down and 
thanked God, weeping for joy. 


In the midst of the cries ofjoy Saladin rose, mounted his charg- 
er, and headed for his tent. The leading prisoners were brought 
before him, notably King Guy and Prince Amat. The writer 'Imad 
al-Din al-Asfahani, one of the sultan's advisers, was present at 
ihtemseenics 


Salfil:i al-Din, he wrote, invited the king to sit beside him, 
and when Amat entered in his turn, he seated him next to 
his king and reminded him of his misdeeds: ‘How many 
times have you sworn an oath and then violated it? How 
many times have you signed agreements that you have never 
respected? Amat answered through an interpreter: ‘Kings 
have always acted thus. I did nothing more.’ During this 
time, Guy was gasping with thirst, his head dangling as 
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though he were drunk, his face betraying great fright. SalaJ). 
al-Din spoke reassuring words to him, had cold water 
brought, and offered it to him. The king drank, then handed 
what remained to Arnat, who slaked his thirst in turn. The 
sultan then said to Guy: 'You did not ask my permission be- 
fore giving him water. I am therefore not obliged to grant 
him mercy. 


Indeed, according to Arab tradition, a prisoner who is offered 
food or drink must be spared, an engagement Saladin could not 
have respected in the case of a man he had sworn to kill with his 
own hands. ‘Imad al-Din continues: 


After pronouncing these words, the sultan smiled, mount- 
ed his horse, and rode off, leaving his captives in terror. He 
supervised the return of the troops, then came back to his 
tent. He ordered Arnat brought there, advanced towards 
him, sword in hand, and struck him between the neck and 
shoulder-blade. When Arnat fell, he cut off his head and 
dragged the body by its feet to the king, who began to trem- 
ble. Seeing him thus upset, the sultan said to him in a reas- 
suring tone: "This man was killed only because of his malefi- 
cence and his perfidy.’ 


Although the king and most of the pri oners were spared, the 
Templars and Hospitallers suffered the same fate as Reynald of 
Chatillon. 

Even before that memorable day had ended, Saladin assembled 
his chief emirs and congratulated them on their victory, which, he 
said, had restored the honour so long scorned by the invaders. 
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The Franj, he believed, no longer had an army, and it was neces- 
sary to seize upon this opportunity without delay to recover all 
the lands unjustly occupied. The next day, a Sunday, he therefore 
attacked the Tiberias citadel, where the wife of Raymond, know- 
ing that further resistance would have been futile, surrendered. 
Saladin, of course, allowed the defenders to leave unmolested, 
with all their property. 

The following Tuesday the victorious army marched on the port 
of Acre, which capitulated without resistance. The city had ac- 
quired considerable economic importance during these past years, 
for trade with the West was channelled through it. The sultan 
tried to convince the many Italian merchants to remain, promis- 
ing that they would enjoy all the necessary protection. But they 
preferred to depart for the neighbouring port of Tyre. Although he 
regretted their decision, the sultan did not try to stop them. He 
even allowed them to take away all their riches and offered them 
an escort to protect them from brigands. 

Saladin saw no point in his roaming the countryside at the 
head of such a powerful army, so he ordered his emirs to reduce 
the various strongholds of the Franj in Palestine. The Frankish 
settlements of Galilee and Samaria surrendered one after the oth- 
er, sometimes in a few hours, sometimes over several days. The 
inhabitants of Nablus, Haifa, and Nazareth headed for Tyre or 
Jerusalem. The only serious engagement occurred in Jaffa, where 
an army from Egypt, commanded by Saladin’s brother al-.Adil, 
met with fierce resistance. When he finally managed to take the 
city, al-.A.dil reduced the entire population to slavery. Ibn al-Athi:r 
says that he himself bought a young Frankish woman from Jaffa 
at a slave market in Aleppo. 
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She had a one-year-old child. One day, as she was carrying 
the child in her arms, she fell and scratched her face. She 
burst into tears. I tried to console her, telling her that the 
wound was not serious and that there was no reason to shed 
bitter tears over such a trifle. She answered, ‘That is not why 
I am crying; it is because of the misfortune that has befallen 
us. I had six brothers, and all were killed. I don't know what 
has become of my husband and sisters.’ Of all the Franj of 
the littoral, the Arab historian explains, only the people of Jaffa 
suffered such a fate. 


Indeed, everywhere else the reconquest was nearly bloodless. 
After his short stay in Acre, Saladin headed north. He passed 
Tyre, deciding not to waste time at its powerful walls, and set out 
in a triumphant march along the coast. On 29 July, after seventy- 
seven years of occupation, Saida capitulated without a fight, fol- 
lowed a few days later by Beirut and Jubayl. The Muslim troops 
were now quite close to the county of Tripoli, but Saladin, feeling 
that he no longer had anything to fear from that quarter, turned 
south, and again paused before Tyre, wondering whether or not 
he should lay siege to it. 


After some hesitation, Bahii' al-Dfn tells us, the sultan decid- 
ed not to do so. His troops were widely scattered, and ex- 
hausted by this over-long campaign. And Tyre was too well 
defended, for all the Franj of the coast were now gathered 
there. He therefore preferred to attack Ascalon, which was 
easier to take. 
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Saladin would later come to regret this decision bitterly. For the 
moment, however, his triumphal march continued. On 4 Sep- 
tember Ascalon capitulated, followed by Gaza, which was held by 
the Templars. At the same time, Saladin dispatched several of his 
armys emirs to the environs of Jerusalem, where they seized a 
number of positions, including Bethlehem. The sultan now had 
but one desire: to crown his victorious campaign, and his career, 
with the reconquest of the holy city. 

Would he be able to duplicate the feat of the caliph 'Umar, and 
enter this venerated city without destruction or bloodshed? He 
sent a message to the inhabitants of Jerusalem inviting them to 
hold talks on the future ofthe city. A delegation of notables came 
to meet him in Ascalon. The victor's proposal was reasonable: the 
city would be handed over to him without combat; those inhabi- 
tants who desired to leave could do so, taking their property with 
them; the Christian places of worship would be respected; in the 
future, those who wished to visit the city as pilgrims would not 
be molested. But to the sultan's great surprise, the Franj respond- 
ed as arrogantly as they had during the time of their ascendancy. 
Deliver Jerusalem, the town where Jesus had died? Out of the 
question! The city was theirs and they would defend it come what 
may. 

Swearing that he would now take Jerusalem only by the sword, 
Saladin ordered his troops, dispersed in the four corners of Syria, 
to assemble around the holy city. All the emirs came at the run. 
What Muslim would not wish to be able to say to his creator on 
Judgement Day: I fought for Jerusalem. Or better still: I died a 
martyr for Jerusalem. An astrologer had once predicted that Sal- 
adin would lose an eye if he entered the holy city, to which Sal- 
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adin had replied: "To take it Iam ready to lose both eyes!’ 

Inside the besieged city, the defence was under the command of 
Balian of Ibelin, the ruler of Ramlah, a lord, according to Ibn al- 
Athir, who held a rank among the Franj more or less equal to that of king. 
He had managed to escape from J;linin shortly before the defeat 
of his troops, and had taken refuge in Tyre. During the summer 
he had asked Saladin for permission to go and fetch his wife from 
Jerusalem, promising that he would not bear arms and that he 
would spend only a single night in the holy city. Once there, how- 
ever, they begged him to stay, for no one else had sufficient au- 
thority to direct the resistance. Balian, who was a man of honour, 
felt that he could not agree to defend Jerusalem and its people 
without betraying his agreement with the sultan. He therefore 
turned to Saladin himself to ask what he should do. The magnani- 
mous sultan released him from his commitment. If duty required 
that he remain in the holy city and bear arms, so be it! And since 
Balian was now too busy organizing the defence of Jerusalem to 
look after his wife, the sultan supplied an escort to lead her back 
to Tyre! 

Saladin would never refuse a request from a man of honour, 
even the fiercest of his enemies. In this particular case, however, 
the risk was minimal. Despite his bravery, Balian could not seri- 
ously resist the Muslim army. Though the ramparts were solid 
and the Frankish population deeply attached to their capital, the 
defenders were limited to a handful of knights and a few hundred 
townsmen with no military experience. Moreover, the Orthodox 
and Jacobite Oriental Christians of Jerusalem were favourable to 
Saladin-especially the clergy, for they had been treated with un- 
relenting disdain by the Latin prelates. One of the sultan's chief 
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advisers was an Orthodox priest by the name of Yusuf Batit. It 
was he who took charge of contacts with the Franj, as well as 
with the Oriental Christian communities. Shortly before the siege 
began, the Orthodox clerics promised Batit that they would throw 
open the gates of the city ifthe Occidentals held out too long. 

As it happened, the resistance of the Franj was courageous but 
short-lived, and conducted with few illusions. The encirclement 
ofJerusalem began on 20 September. Six days later Saladin, who 
had established his camp on the Mount of Olives, asked his 
troops to intensify their pressure in preparation for the final as- 
sault. On 29 September sappers managed to open a breach in the 
northern part of the wall, very close to the place where the Occi- 
dentals had achieved their own breach back in 1099. When he 
saw that there was no longer any point in continuing the fight, 
Balian asked for safe conduct and presented himself before the 
sultan. 

Saladin was intractable. Had he not offered the inhabitants the 
best possible terms on which to capitulate well before the battle? 
Now was not the time for negotiations, for he had sworn to take 
the city by the sword, just as the Franj had done. He could be re- 
leased from his oath only if Jerusalem threw open its gates and 
surrendered to him completely and unconditionally. 


Balian insisted on obtaining a promise from Saladin to 
spare his life, Ibn al-Athfr reports, but Salal;l al-Din would 
promise nothing. Balian tried to soften his heart, but in vain. 
He then addressed him in these terms: 'O sultan, be aware 
that this city holds a mass of people so great that God alone 
knows their number. They now hesitate to continue the 
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fight, because they hope that you will spare their lives as you 
have spared so many others, because they love life and hate 
death. But ifwe see that death is inevitable, then, by God, we 
will kill our own women and children and burn all that we 
possess. We will not leave you a single dinar of booty, not a 
single dirham, not a single man or woman to lead into captiv- 
ity. Then we shall destroy the sacred rock, al-Aqa mosque, 
and many other sites; we will kill the five thousand Muslim 
prisoners we now hold, and will exterminate the mounts and 
all the beasts. In the end, we will come outside the city, and 
we will fight against you as one fights for one's life. Not one 
of us will die without having killed several of you!’ 


Although he was not impressed by the threats, Saladin was 
moved by the man’s fervour. In order not to appear to soften too 
easily, he turned to his advisers and asked them ifhe could not be 
released from his pledge to take the city by the sword-simply in 
order to avoid the destruction of the holy places of Islam. Their 
response was affirmative, but since they were aware of their mas- 
ter's incorrigible generosity, they insisted that he obtain financial 
compensation from the Franj before he allowed them to leave, for 
the long campaign had emptied the state treasury. The infidels, 
the advisers explained, were virtual prisoners. To purchase their 
freedom, each should pay a ransom: ten dinars for each man, five 
for a woman, and one for a child. Balian accepted the principle, 
but he pleaded for the poor, who, he said, would be unable to pay 
such a sum. Could not seven thousand of them be released in ex- 
change for thirty thousand dinars? Once again, the request was 
granted, despite furious protests from the treasurers. Satisfied, 


274 of 405 


The Crusades Through Arab Eyes (Saqi Essentials) 


Balian ordered his men to lay down their arms. 

So it was that on Friday 2 October 1187, or 27 Rajab 583 by the 
Muslim calendar, the very day on which Muslims celebrate the 
Prophet's nocturnal journey to Jerusalem, Saladin solemnly en- 
tered the holy city. His emirs and soldiers had strict orders: no 
Christian, whether Frankish or Oriental, was to be touched. And 
indeed, there was neither massacre nor plunder. Some fanatics de- 
manded that the Church ofthe Holy Sepulchre be destroyed in re- 
taliation for the excesses committed by the Franj, but Saladin si- 
lenced them. On the contrary, he strengthened the guard at the 
Christian places of worship and announced that the Franj them- 
selves would be allowed to come on pilgrimage whenever they 
liked. The Frankish cross attached to the Dome of the Rock 
mosque was removed, of course. And al-Aqa mosque, which had 
been turned into a church, became a Muslim place of worship 
again, after its walls had been sprinkled with rose water. 

Most of the Franj remained in the city as Saladin, surrounded 
by a mass of companions, went from sanctuary to sanctuary 
weeping, praying, and prostrating himself. The rich made sure to 
sell their houses, businesses, or furniture before going into exile, 
the buyers generally being Orthodox or Jacobite Christians who 
planned to stay on. Other property was later sold to Jewish fami- 
lies settled in the holy city by Saladin. 

As for Balian, he sought to raise the money needed to buy back 
the freedom of the poorest citizens. In itself, the ransom was not 
excessive, although for a prince it regularly ran to several tens of 
thousands of dinars, sometimes even a hundred thousand or 
more. But for ordinary people, something like twenty dinars per 
family represented a year or two's income. Thousands of unfortu- 
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nates had gathered at the gates of the city to beg for coins. 
Al-'Adil, who was as sensitive as his brother, asked Saladin’s per- 
mission to free a thousand poor prisoners without payment of 
any ransom. When he heard this, the Frankish patriarch asked the 
same for seven hundred others, and Balian for another five hun- 
dred. They were all freed. Then, on his own initiative, the sultan 
announced that all old people would be allowed to leave without 
paying anything and that imprisoned men with young children 
would also be released. When it came to Frankish widows and or- 
phans, he not only exempted them from any payment, but also of- 
fered them gifts before allowing them to leave. 

Saladin's treasurers despaired. If the least fortunate were to be 
set free for nothing, they argued, at least the ransom for the rich 
should be raised. The anger of these worthy servants of the state 
knew no bounds when the patriarch ofJerusalem drove out of the 
city accompanied by numerous chariots filled with gold, carpets, 
and all sorts of the most precious goods. ‘Imad al-Din al-Asfahani 
was scandalized: 


I said to the sultan: ‘This patriarch is carrying off riches 
worth at least two hundred thousand dinars. We gave them 
permission to take their personal property with them, but 
not the treasures of the churches and convents. You must not 
let them do it!’ But SalalJ al-Din answered: ‘We must apply 
the letter of the accords we have signed, so that no one will 
be able to accuse the believers of having violated their 
treaties. On the contrary, Christians everywhere will remem- 
ber the kindness we have bestowed upon them.’ 


The patriarch paid his ten dinars just like everyone else, and 
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was even provided with an escort to make sure that he reached 
Tyre without incident. 

Saladin had conquered Jerusalem not to amass gold, and still 
less to seek vengeance. His prime objective, as he himself ex- 
plained, was to do his duty before his God and his faith. His victo- 
ry was to have liberated the holy city from the yoke of the in- 
vaders-without a bloodbath, destruction, or hatred. His reward 
was to be able to bow down and pray in places where no Muslim 
would have been able to pray had it not been for him. On Friday 9 
October, a week after the victory, an official ceremony was orga- 
nized in al-Aqa mosque. Many religious leaders competed for the 
honour of delivering the sermon on this memorable occasion. In 
the end, it was the qga# of Damascus Mubi al-Din Ibn al-Zaki, the 
successor of Abii Sa‘ad al-[:Iarawi, who was designated by the sul- 
tan to mount the pulpit, garbed in a superb black robe. Although 
his voice was clear and powerful, a slight tremor betrayed his 
emotion as he spoke: ‘Glory to God who has bestowed this victo- 
ry upon Islam and who has returned this city to the fold after a 
century of perdition! Honour to this army, which He has chosen 
to complete the reconquest! And may salvation be upon you, 
SalalJ al-Din Yusuf, son of Ayyiib, you who have restored the 
spurned dignity ofthis nation!’ 


277 of 405 


Maalouf, Amin The Crusades Through Arab Eyes (Saqi Essentials) 


Reprieve 
Part Five 
(1187- 1244) 


When the master of Egypt decided to hand Jerusalem over to the 
Franj, agreat storm o findignation swept all the lands o fIslam. 


SIBT IBN AL-]|AWZI 
Arab chronicler (1186-1256) 
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The Impossible Encounter 


Although venerated as a hero after the reconquest of Jerusalem, 
Saladin was nevertheless subjected to criticism-although amica- 
ble on the part of his close collaborators, from his opponents it 
became increasingly severe. 


Salfil:i al-Din, writes Ibn al-Athfr, never evinced real firmness 
in his decisions. He would lay siege to a city, but if the de- 
fenders resisted for some time, he would give up and aban- 
don the siege. Now, a monarch must never act in this way, 
even if destiny smiles upon him. It is often preferable to fail 
while remaining firm than to succeed while subsequently 
squandering the fruits of one’s success. Nothing illustrates 
the truth of this observation better than the behaviour of 
Salfil:i al-Din at Tyre. It is his fault alone that the Muslims 
suffered a setback before the walls of that city. 


Although he stopped short of any systematic hostility, the Mo- 
sul historian, who was still loyal to the Zangi dynasty, was always 
somewhat reserved in his evaluation of Saladin. Ibn al-Athir 
shared the general elation that swept the Arab world after [:littin 
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and Jerusalem. But that did not prevent him from taking note, 
without the slightest complacency, of the mistakes made by the 
hero of these events. In the case of Tyre, the historian's criticism 
seems perfectly justified. 


Every time he seized a Frankish city or stronghold such as 
Acre, Ascalon, or Jerusalem, Salfil:i al-Din allowed the enemy 
soldiers and knights to seek refuge in Tyre, a city that had 
thus become virtually impregnable. The Franj of the littoral 
sent messages to the others overseas, and the latter promised 
to come to their rescue. Ought we not to say that in a sense 
it was Salfili al-Din himself who organized the defence of 
Tyre against his own army? 


Of course, there is no reproaching the sultan for the magna- 
nimity with which he treated the vanquished. In the eyes of histo- 
ty, his repugnance for needless bloodshed, his strict respect for 
his commitments, and the touching nobility ofhis acts of compas- 
sion are as valuable as his conquests. Nevertheless, it is incon- 
testable that he made a serious political and military error. He 
knew that by taking Jerusalem he was issuing a challenge to the 
West, and that the West would respond. In these conditions, to 
permit tens of thousands of Franj to entrench themselves in Tyre, 
the most powerful stronghold of the Levantine coast, was to offer 
an ideal beach-head for a fresh invasion. This was especially so 
since in the absence of King Guy, who was still a captive, the 
knights had found a particularly tenacious leader in the person of 
the man the Arab chroniclers would call al-Markish, the marquis 
Conrad of Montferrat, who had recently arrived from Europe. 

Although he was not unaware of the danger, Saladin neverthe- 
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less underestimated it. In November 1187, a few weeks after the 
conquest ofthe holy city, he laid siege to Tyre. But he did so with- 
out great determination. This ancient Phoenician city could not 
have been taken without massive assistance from the Egyptian 
fleet. Saladin was well aware of this, yet he appeared before its 
ramparts supported by no more than ten vessels, five of which 
were burned by the defenders in a daring raid. The other ships 
then withdrew to Beirut. Once deprived of its fleet, the Muslim 
army could attack Tyre only across the narrow ridge connecting 
the city to the mainland. In these conditions a siege could easily 
drag on for months, especially since the Franj, effectively mobi- 
lized by al-Markish, seemed ready to fight to the bitter end. Most 
ofhis emirs, exhausted by this endless campaign, advised Saladin 
to call off the siege. Had he offered them enough gold, the sultan 
could probably have convinced some of them to remain. But sol- 
diers were expensive in winter, and the state coffers were empty. 
He himself was weary. He therefore demobilized half his troops; 
then, lifting the siege, he headed north, where many cities and 
fortresses could be reconquered without great effort. 

For the Muslim army, it was yet another triumphant march: 
Latakia, Tarrus, Baghras, Safid, Kawkab-the list of conquests 
was long. In fact, it is easier to name the towns the Franj re- 
tained: Tyre, Tripoli, Antioch and its port, and three isolated 
fortresses. But the most perceptive of Saladin's entourage were 
not deceived. What was the use of piling up conquests if there 
was no guarantee that a fresh invasion could be effectively dis- 
couraged? The sultan himself seemed to view any new trial of 
strength with equanimity, ‘If the Franj come from beyond the 
seas, they will suffer the fate of those who have preceded them 
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here’, he exclaimed when a Sicilian fleet appeared off the coast of 
Latakia. In July 1188 he even released Guy, after eliciting a 
solemn promise that he would never again take up arms against 
the Muslims. 

This last generous gesture was to cost him dear. In August 
1189 the Frankish king broke his word and laid siege to the port 
of Acre. Guy's forces were modest at first, but ships were soon ar- 
riving daily, pouring successive waves of Western fighters onto 


the beach. 


After the fall of Jerusalem, Ibn al-Athfr reports, the Franj 
dressed in black, and they journeyed beyond the seas to seek 
aid and succour in all their lands, especially Rome the Great. 
To incite people to vengeance, they carried with them a paint- 
ing of the Messiah, peace be upon him, bloodied by an Arab 
who was striking him. They would say: ‘Look, here is the 
Messiah and here is Mubammad, the Prophet of the Mus- 
lims, beating him to death!’ The Franj were moved and gath- 
ered together, women included; those who could not come 
along would pay the expenses of those who went to fight in 
their place. One of the enemy prisoners told me that he was 
an only son and that his mother had sold her house to buy 
his equipment for him. The religious and psychological moti- 
vation of the Franj was so strong that they were prepared to 
surmount all difficulties to achieve their ends. 


From the first days of September, Guy's troops began to receive 
wave after wave of reinforcements. Thus began the battle of Acre, 
one of the longest and most gruelling of all the Frankish wars. 
Acre is built on a peninsula shaped like a protruding nose: to the 
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south is the port, to the west the sea; to the north and east two 
solid city walls form a right angle. The city was doubly encircled. 
Around the ramparts, firmly held by the Muslim garrison, the 
Franj formed an ever thicker semicircle, but they had to deal with 
Saladin's army at their rear. At first, Saladin tried to trap the ene- 
my in a pincer movement, hoping to decimate them. But he soon 
realized that this would be impossible, for although the Muslim 
army won several successive victories, the Franj immediately 
compensated for their losses. Every sunrise saw fresh batches of 
fighters arrive, from Tyre or from beyond the seas. 

In October 1189, as the battle of Acre raged, Saladin received a 
message from Aleppo informing him that the ‘king ofthe Alman’,, 
the emperor Frederick Barbarossa, was approaching Constantino- 
ple, en route to Syria, with two hundred, perhaps two hundred 
and sixty, thousand men. The sultan was deeply worried, or so we 
are told by the faithful Baha’ al-Din, who was with Saladin at the 
time. In view of the extreme gravity of the situation, he felt it necessary to 
call all Muslims to jihad and to inform the caliph of the development of the 
situation. He therefore sent rre to visit the rulers of Sinjar, Jazfra, Mosul, 
and Irbil, to implore them to come with their soldiers to participate in the 
jihad. I was then to go to Baghdad to urge the prince of the faithful to react. 
This I did. in an effort to rouse the caliph from his lethargy, Saladin 
sent him a letter saying that the pope who resides in Rome has ordered 
the Frankish peoples to march om Jerusalem. At the same time, Saladin 
sent messages to leaders in the Maghreb and in Muslim Spain 


inviting them to come to the aid of their brothers, since the Franj of 


the West have acted in concert with those of the East. Throughout the 
Arab world, the enthusiasm originally aroused by the reconquest 
was giving way to fear. It was being whispered that the vengeance 
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of the Franj would be terrible, that there would be a new blood- 
bath, that the holy city would be lost once more, that Syria and 
Egypt would both fall into the hands of the invaders. Once again, 
however, luck, or providence, intervened on Saladin's behalf. 

After crossing Asia Minor in triumph, in the spring of 1190 the 
German emperor arrived at Konya, the capital of the successors of 
Kilij Arslan. Frederick soon forced the gates open and then sent 
emissaries to Antioch to announce his imminent arrival. The Ar- 
menians of southern Anatolia were alarmed at the news. Their 
clergy dispatched a messenger to Saladin begging him to protect 
them against this new Frankish invasion. In the event, no inter- 
vention by the sultan would be necessary. On 10 June, a stifling 
dog-day afternoon, Frederick Barbarossa went for a swim in a lit- 
tle stream at the foot of the Taurus Mountains. Somehow, proba- 
bly as the result of a heart attack, he drowned-in aplace, Ibn al- 
Athir explains, where the water was barely hip-deep. His army dispersed, 
and thus did God spare the Muslims the maleficence of the Germans, who 
constitute aparticularly numerous and tenacious species of Franj. 

The German danger was thus miraculously removed, but it had 
paralysed Saladin for several months, preventing him from joining 
the decisive battle against the troops besieging Acre. The situa- 
tion at the Palestinian port was now at an impasse. Although the 
sultan had received sufficient reinforcements to hold his position 
against any counter-attack, the Franj could no longer be dis- 
lodged. Gradually, a modus vivendi was established. Between skir- 
mishes, knights and emirs would invite one another to banquets 
and would chat together quite calmly, sometimes even playing 
games, as Baha’ al-Din relates. 
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One day, the men of the two camps, tired of fighting, de- 
cided to organize a battle between children. Two boys came 
out of the city to match themselves against two young infi- 
dels. In the heat of the struggle, one of the Muslim boys 
leapt upon his rival, threw him to the ground, and seized 
him by the throat. When they saw that he was threatening to 
kill him, the Franj approached and said: ‘Stop! He has be- 
come your prisoner, forsooth, and we shall buy him back 
from you. The boy took two dinars and let the other go. 


Despite the carnival atmosphere, the belligerents were hardly 
living in enviable conditions. There were many dead and wound- 
ed, epidemics were raging, and it was not easy to get supplies in 
winter. It was the position of the Acre garrison that was of great- 
est concern to Saladin. As more and more vessels arrived from 
the West, the sea blockade grew ever tighter. On two occasions, 
an Egyptian fleet comprising several dozen ships had managed to 
cut a path to the port, but their losses had been heavy, and the 
sultan soon had to resort to trickery to resupply the besieged sol- 
diers. In June 1190 he armed an enormous ship in Beirut, filling it 
with grain, cheese, onions, and sheep. 


A group of Muslims boarded the ship, Baha’ al-Dfn explains. 
They were dressed like Franj; they had also shaved their 
beards, sewn crosses to the mast, and positioned pigs promi- 
nently on the deck. Then they approached the city, slipping 
alongside the enemy vessels. When they were stopped the 
Franj said, ‘You seem to be heading for Acre.’ Our soldiers, 
feigning astonishment, asked, ‘Haven't you taken the city? 
The Franj, who thought they were dealing with their own 
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congeners, replied, ‘No, we have not yet taken it. ‘Well 
then’, our soldiers replied, ‘we will moor near the camp, but 
there is another ship behind us. You had better alert them so 
that they do not sail into the city. The Beirutis had indeed 
noticed that there was a Frankish ship behind them. The ene- 
my sailors headed towards it immediately, while our brothers 
unfurled all sails for a rush to the port of Acre, where they 
were greeted with cries of joy, for hunger was stalking the 


city. 


But such stratagems could not be repeated too often. If Sal- 
adin's army could not loosen the vice, Acre would eventually ca- 
pitulate. As the months dragged on, the chances of a Muslim vic- 
tory, of a new I:linln, seemed increasingly remote. The influx of 
Occidental fighters, far from waning, was still on the rise. In April 
1191 the king of France, Philip Augustus, disembarked with his 
troops in the environs of Acre; he was followed, at the beginning 
ofJune, by Richard the Lionheart. 


This king of England (Malik al-Inkitar), Baha’ al-Dfn tells us, 
was courageous, energetic, and daring in combat. Although 
of lower rank than the king of France, he was richer and 
more renowned as a watrior. On his way east he had seized 
Cyprus, and when he appeared before Acre, accompanied by 
twenty-five galleys loaded with men and equipment for war, 
the Franj let out cries ofjoy and lit great fires to celebrate his 
arrival. As for the Muslims, their hearts were filled with fear 
and apprehension. 


The 33-year-old red-headed giant who wore the English crown 
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was the prototype of the belligerent and flighty knight whose no- 
ble ideals did little to conceal his baffling brutality and complete 
lack of scruples. While no Occidental was impervious to his 
charm and undeniable charisma, Richard himself was in turn fas- 
cinated by Saladin, whom he sought to meet immediately upon 
his arrival. Dispatching a messenger to al-.A.dil, he asked him to 
arrange an interview with his brother. The sultan answered with- 
out a moment's hesitation: ‘Kings meet together only after the 
conclusion of an accord, for it is unthinkable for them to wage 
war once they know one another and have broken bread together.’ 
He nevertheless authorized his brother to meet Richard, provided 
each would be accompanied by his own soldiers. Contacts contin- 
ued, but without much result. Infact, Baha al-Din explains, the in- 
tention ofthe Franj in sending messengers to us was primarily to probe our 
strong and weak points. Our aim in receiving them was exactly the same. 
Although Richard was sincere in his desire to meet the conqueror 
ofJerusalem, he had decidedly not come to the Middle East to ne- 
gotiate with him. 

While these exchanges continued, the English king was actively 
preparing for the final assault on Acre. The city was now com- 
pletely cut off from the outside world, and racked by famine as 
well. Only a few elite swimmers could still reach it, at the risk of 
their lives. Baha’ al-Din relates the adventure of one of these com- 
mandos. 


It was one of the most curious and exemplary episodes of 
this long battle. There was a Muslim swimmer by the name 
of ‘Isa who used to dive under enemy ships at night and 
come up on the other side, where the besieged soldiers 
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awaited him. He usually carried money and messages for the 
garrison, these being attached to his belt. One night, when 
he had dived down carrying three sacks containing a thou- 
sand dinars and several letters, he was caught and killed. We 
found out very quickly that some misfortune had befallen 
him, for ‘Isa regularly informed us of his safe arrival by re- 
leasing a pigeon in our direction. That night we received no 
signal. A few days later, some inhabitants of Acre happened 
to be walking along the water's edge and saw a body washed 
up on the shore. As they approached it, they recognized ‘Isa 
the swimmer; the gold and the wax with which the letters 
were sealed were still attached to his belt. Who has ever 
heard of a man fulfilling his mission in death as faithfully as 
though he were alive? 


The heroism of some of the Arab fighters was not enough. The 
position of the Acre garrison was fast becoming critical. By the 
beginning ofthe summer of 1191 the appeals of the besieged had 
become cries of despair: ‘We are at the end of our tether, and no 
longer have any choice but to capitulate. If nothing has been done 
for us by tomorrow, we will request that our lives be spared and 
we will hand over the city.’ Saladin gave way to depression. Hav- 
ing lost any illusion that the besieged city could be saved, he wept 
bitter tears. His closest collaborators feared for his health, and 
the doctors prescribed potions to soothe him. He asked heralds to 
move through the camp announcing that a massive attack would 
be launched to lift the siege of Acre. But his emirs refused to obey 
his orders. ‘Why endanger the Muslim army uselessly?’ they re- 
torted. There were now so many Franj, and they were so solidly 
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entrenched, that any offensive would have been suicidal. 
On ll July 1191, after a siege lasting two years, cross-em- 
bossed banners suddenly appeared on the ramparts of Acre. 


The Franj let out an immense cry ofjoy, while in our camp 
everyone was stunned. The soldiers wept and lamented. As 
for the sultan, he was like a mother who has just lost her 
child. I went to see him to do my best to console him. I told 
him that now we had to think of the future ofJerusalem and 
the coastal cities, and to do something about the fate of the 
Muslims captured in Acre. 


Overcoming his grief, Saladin sent a messenger to Richard to 
discuss conditions for the release of the prisoners. But the Eng- 
lishman was pressed for time. Determined to take advantage of 
his success to launch a sweeping offensive, he had no intention of 
bothering about captives, any more than had the sultan four years 
earlier, when the Frankish cities were falling into his hands one 
after another. The only difference was that when Saladin wanted 
to avoid being burdened with prisoners, he released them, where- 
as Richard preferred to have them killed. Two thousand and seven 
hundred soldiers of the Acre garrison were assembled before the 
city walls, along with nearly three hundred women and children 
of their families. Roped together so that they formed one enor- 
mous mass of flesh, they were delivered to the Frankish fighters, 
who fell upon them viciously with their sabres, with lances, and 
even with stones, until all the wails had been stilled. 

After this expeditious resolution of the problem, Richard led 
his troops out of Acre. He headed south along the coast, his fleet 
following closely behind, while Saladin took a parallel route fur- 
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ther inland. There were many clashes between the two armies, 
but none was decisive. The sultan now realized that he could not 
prevent the invaders from regaining control of the Palestinian 
coast, much less destroy their army. His ambition was simply to 
contain them, to bar their route to Jerusalem whatever the cost, 
for the loss of that city would be a terrible blow to Islam. It was 
the darkest moment of his career. Profoundly shaken, he never- 
theless strove to sustain the morale of his troops and collabora- 
tors. To the latter, he acknowledged that he had suffered a serious 
setback-but, he explained, he and his people were there to stay, 
whereas the Frankish kings were only indulging in an expedition 
that would have to end sooner or later. Had not the king of France 
left Palestine in August, after spending a hundred days in the Ori- 
ent? Had not the king of England often repeated that he yearned 
to return to his far-off kingdom? 

Richard had moreover made many diplomatic overtures. In 
September 1191, just after his troops had scored a number of suc- 
cesses, in particular in the Arsuf coastal plain north of Jaffa, he 
prevailed upon al-'A.dil to come to a rapid agreement. 


Men of ours and of yours have died, he told him in a message, 
the country is in ruins, and events have entirely escaped any- 
one's control. Do you not believe that it is enough? As far as 
we are concerned, there are only three subjects of discord: 
Jerusalem, the True Cross, and territory. 

As for Jerusalem, it is our place of worship, and we will 
never agree to renounce it, even ifwe have to fight to the last 
man. As territory, all we want is that the land west ofthe J or- 
dan be ceded to us. As for the Cross, for you it is merely a 
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piece of wood, whereas for us its value is inestimable. Let the 
sultan give it to us, and let us put an end to this exhausting 
struggle. 


Al-A.dil immediately carried the message to his brother, who 
consulted his chief collaborators before dictating his response: 


The city is as holy to us as it is to you; it is even more im- 
portant for us, because it was there that our Prophet made 
his miraculous nocturnal journey, and it is there that our 
community will be reunited on judgement day. It is therefore 
out ofthe question for us to abandon it. The Muslims would 
never accept it. As for territory, this land has always been 
ours, and your occupation is only transitory. You were able to 
settle in it because of the weakness of the Muslims who then 
peopled it, but so long as there is war, we will not allow you 
to enjoy your possessions. As for the Cross, it is a great 
trump in our hands, and we will surrender it only in return 
for some important concession on behalf of Islam. 


The apparent firmness of these two messages was deceptive. 
Although each side was presenting maximal demands, the path of 
compromise was not entirely barred. A mere three days after this 
exchange, Richard sent Saladin's brother a most curious proposi- 
tion. 


Al-‘A.dil sent for me, Bahii' al-Dfn relates, to inform me of 
the results of his latest contacts. According to the agreement 
being proposed, al-A.dil would marry the sister of the king of 
England. She had been married to the ruler of Sicily, who had 
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died. The Englishman therefore brought his sister East with 
him, and he proposed that al-Adil marry her. The couple 
would reside in Jerusalem. The king would consign the lands 
under his control, from Acre to Ascalon, to his sister, who 
would become queen of the coast, of the siiil, The sultan 
would cede his coastal possessions to his brother, who would 
become king of the siiil) The Cross would be entrusted to 
them jointly, and prisoners would be released on both sides. 
Once peace was thus concluded, the king of England would 
return to his country beyond the seas. 


Al-‘A.dil was visibly tempted. He recommended that Baha’; do 
his utmost to convince Saladin. The chronicler promised to try. 


Thus did I present myself before the sultan, and repeated 
to him what I had heard. He immediately told me that he 
saw no obstacle, but he did not believe that the king of Eng- 
land himself would ever accept such an arrangement. It was, 
he thought, only a joke, or a trick. Three times I asked him to 
confirm his approval, and he did so. I then returned to 
al-A.dil to inform him ofthe sultan’s agreement. He hurriedly 
sent a message to the enemy camp conveying his response. 
But the accursed Englishman then told him that his sister 
had returned home in a terrible rage when she was told 
about his proposal: she had sworn that she would never give 
herself to a Muslim! 


As Saladin had guessed, Richard had been indulging in a bit of 
trickery. He had hoped that the sultan would reject his plan out of 
hand, and that this would greatly displease al--A.dil. By accepting, 
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Saladin instead compelled the Frankish monarch to reveal his 
double game. Indeed, for several months Richard had been trying 
to establish special relations with al-'Adil, calling him ‘my broth- 
er’, pandering to his ambition in an effort to use him against Sal- 
adin. It was a clever tactic. The sultan, for his part, employed sim- 
ilar methods. Parallel to the negotiations with Richard, he en- 
gaged in talks with al-Markish Conrad, the ruler of Tyre, whose 
relations with the English king were somewhat strained, since 
Conrad suspected Richard of seeking to deprive him of his pos- 
sessions. He even went so far as to offer Saladin an alliance 
against the ‘overseas Franj’. Without taking this offer literally, the 
sultan used it to intensify his diplomatic pressure on Richard, 
who became so exasperated with the policy of the marquis that 
he had him assassinated several months later! 

His manoeuvre having failed, the king of England asked al-'Adil 
to organize a meeting with Saladin. But the latter's response was 
the same as it had been a few months earlier: 


Kings meet only after the conclusion of an accord. In any 
event, I do not understand your language, and you are igno- 
rant of mine, and we therefore need a translator in whom we 
both have confidence. Let this man, then, act as a messenger 
between us. When we arrive at an understanding, we will 
meet, and friendship will prevail between us. 


The negotiations dragged on for another year. Entrenched in 
Jerusalem, Saladin let the time pass. His peace proposals were 
simple: each side would keep what it had; the Franj, if they 
wished, could come unarmed to make their pilgrimages to the 
holy city, which, however, would remain in Muslim hands. 
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Richard, who yearned to return home, twice tried to force a deci- 
sion by marching in the direction of Jerusalem, but without at- 
tacking it. For months he tried to work off his excess energy by 
constructing a formidable fortress in Ascalon, which he dreamed 
of turning into a jumping-off point for a future expedition to 
Egypt. When the work was done, Saladin demanded that it be dis- 
mantled, stone by stone, before the conclusion of peace. 

By August 1192 Richard had reached the end of his tether. Seri- 
ously ill, abandoned by many knights who rebuked him for not 
having tried to retake Jerusalem, accused of the murder of Con- 
rad, and urged by his friends to return to England without delay, 
he could postpone his departure no longer. He virtually begged 
Saladin to leave him Ascalon, but the response was negative. He 
then sent another message, repeating his request and explaining 
that if an acceptable peace agreement had not been arrived at 
within six days, he would be compelled to spend the winter here. This 
veiled ultimatum amused Saladin, who, inviting Richard's mes- 
senger to be seated, addressed him in these terms: ‘You will tell 
the king that as far as Ascalon is concerned, I shall not give way. 
As for his plan to spend the winter in this country, I think that it 
is inevitable, for he knows full well that the land that he has 
seized will be taken from him the moment he departs. Does he 
really want to spend the winter here, two months distant from 
his family and his country, while he is still young and strong 
enough to enjoy the pleasures of life? For my part, I could spend 
the winter, the summer, and then another winter and another 
summer here, for I am in my own land, among my children and 
relatives, who care for me, and I have one army for the summer 
and another for the winter. I am an old man, who no longer in- 
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dulges in the pleasures of existence. So I shall wait, until God 
grants one ofus victory. 

Apparently impressed by this argument, Richard let it be 
known during succeeding days that he was prepared to give up 
Ascalon. At the beginning of September 1192 a five-year peace 
was signed. The Franj retained the coastal zone from Tyre to Jaffa 
but recognized Saladin's authority over the rest of the country, in- 
cluding Jerusalem. The Western warriors, who had been granted 
safe conduct by the sultan, rushed to the holy city to pray at the 
tomb of Christ. Saladin courteously received the most important 
of them, even inviting them to share his meals and reassuring 
them of his firm desire to uphold freedom of worship. But 
Richard refused to go. He would not enter as a guest a city that 
he had sworn to storm as a conqueror. A month after the conclu- 
sion of peace, he left the East without ever having seen either the 
holy sepulchre or Saladin. 

The sultan had finally emerged victorious in his arduous con- 
frontation with the West. True, the Franj had recovered control of 
some cities, thus winning a reprieve that was to last nearly a hun- 
dred years. But never again would they constitute a force capable 
of dictating terms to the Arab world. From now on, they would 
control not genuine states, but mere settlements. 

In spite of this success, Saladin felt bruised, even somewhat di- 
minished. He bore scant resemblance to the charismatic hero of 
I:littin. His authority over his emirs had been weakened, and his 
detractors were increasingly virulent. Physically, he was not well. 
His health had never been excellent, and for years he had had to 
consult the court physicians regularly, in Damascus as in Cairo. In 
the Egyptian capital, he was particularly attached to the services 
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ofa prestigious Jewish-Arab tabfb originally from Spain, Musa Ibn 
Maymun, better known as Maimonides. During these most diffi- 
cult years of the struggle against the Franj, Saladin had suffered 
frequent attacks of malaria, which confined him to his bed for 
days on end. In 1192, however, it was not the ravages of any par- 
ticular illness that concerned his doctors, but a general weakness, 
a sort of premature old age evident to anyone who had close deal- 
ings with the sultan. Saladin was only in his fifty-fifth year, but he 
himself seemed to realize that he was nearing the end of his life. 


Saladin spent his last days peacefully among his relatives in his 
favourite city, Damascus. Baha’ al-Din never left his side, and af- 
fectionately jotted down each one of his acts. On Thursday 18 
February 1193 Baha’ al-Din joined the sultan in the garden of his 
palace in the citadel. 


The sultan was seated in the shade, surrounded by the 
youngest of his children. He asked who was waiting for him 
inside. ‘Frankish messengers, he was told, ‘as well as a 
group of emirs and notables.’ He had the Franj summoned. 
When they came before him, he was dandling one of his 
small sons on his knees, the emir Abu Bakr, of whom he was 
especially fond. When the child looked upon the Franj, with 
their cleanshaven faces, their cropped hair, and their curious 
clothing, he was frightened and began to cry. The sultan 
apologized to the Franj and halted the interview without lis- 
tening to what they wanted to tell him. Then he said to me: 
‘Have you eaten at all today? It was his way of inviting 
someone to a meal. He added: ‘Have them bring us some- 
thing to eat!’ We were served rice with labneh and other simi- 
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lar light dishes, and he ate. This reassured me, for I had 
thought that he had lost his appetite completely. For some 
time he had felt bloated, and could not bring himself to eat. 
He moved only with great effort, and was always begging 
people's pardon. 


That Thursday Saladin even felt well enough to go on horse- 
back to greet a caravan of pilgrims returning from Mecca. But two 
days later he could no longer stand. Gradually, he sank into a 
state of lethargy. Moments of consciousness were becoming in- 
creasingly rare. News of his illness had spread throughout the 
city, and the Damascenes feared that their city would soon drift 
into anarchy. 


Cloth was withdrawn from the souks for fear of pillage. 
And every night, when I left the sultan’s bedside to return 
home, people would gather along my way trying to guess, 
from my expression, whether the inevitable had yet come to 
pass. 


On the night of 2 March 1193 the sickroom was invaded by 
women from the palace unable to hold back their tears. Saladin's 
condition was so serious that his eldest son al-Afclal asked Baha’ 
al-Din and another of the sultan's close collaborators, the giif al- 
Faclil, to spend the night in the citadel. That might be imprudent, 
the qiif suggested, ‘for if the people of the city do not see us 
leave, they will think the worst, and there could be pillaging.’ A 
shaykh who lived within the citadel was therefore summoned to 
watch over the patient. 
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He read verses of the Koran, and spoke of God and the Be- 
yond, while the sultan lay unconscious. When I returned the 
following morning, he was already dead. May God have mer- 
cy on him! I was told that when the shaykh read the verse 
that says, There is no God but God, on him alone do I rely, the sul- 
tan smiled. His face lit up, and then he gave up his soul. 


The moment news of his death became known, many Dama- 
scenes headed for the citadel, but guards prevented them from 
entering. Only great emirs and the principal ‘ulamii’ were permit- 
ted to present their condolences to al-Afcjlal, the late sultan’'s el- 
dest son, who was seated in one of the salons of the palace. The 
poets and orators were told to keep silent. Saladin's youngest 
children went out into the street and mingled with the sobbing 
crowd. 


These unbearable scenes, Bahii’ al-Dfn recounts, continued 
until after the midday prayer. They then set about bathing 
the body and wrapping it in the shroud; all the products used 
for this purpose had to be borrowed, for the sultan possessed 
nothing of his own. Although I was invited to the bathing 
ceremony, performed by the theologian al-Dawlahi, I could 
not bring myself to attend. After the midday prayer, the body 
was brought out in a coffin wrapped in a cloth. At the ap- 
pearance of the funeral cortege, cries of lamentation erupted 
from the crowd. Then group after group came to recite 
prayers over the remains. The sultan was carried to the gar- 
dens of the palace, where he had been cared for during his 
illness, and was buried in the western pavilion. He was laid 
to rest at the time of the afternoon prayer. May God sanctify 
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his soul and illuminate his tomb! 
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12 


The Perfect and the Just 


Saladin had the same immediate successor as all the great Muslim 
leaders of his time: civil war. Barely had he died than his empire 
was dismembered. One of his sons took Egypt, another Damas- 
cus, a third Aleppo. Fortunately, most of his seventeen male chil- 
dren and his only daughter were too young to fight; this limited 
the fragmentation somewhat. But the sultan had two brothers 
and several nephews, each of whom wanted his share of the her- 
itage, or all of it if possible. It took nearly nine years of combat- 
with innumerable alliances, betrayals, and assassinations-before 
the Ayyubid empire once again obeyed a single master: al-'Adil, 
‘the Just’, the skilful negotiator who had almost become Richard 
the Lionheart's brother-in-law. 

Saladin had been somewhat suspicious of his younger brother, 
who was too fluent a talker, too much the intriguer, too ambi- 
tious, and too accommodating to the Occidentals. He had thus 
entrusted him with a fiefdom of no great importance: the 
chateaux taken from Reynald of Chatillon along the east bank of 
the Jordan. From this arid and almost uninhabited territory, Sal- 
adin thought, his brother could never claim to lead the empire. 
But the sultan had reckoned wrong. In July 1196 al-Adil seized 
Damascus from al-Afijlal. Saladin's 26-year-old son had proved in- 
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capable of governing. Ceding effective power to his vizier, Diya al- 
Din Ibn al-Athir (brother of the historian), he abandoned himself 
to alcohol and the pleasures of the harem. His uncle disposed of 
him through a plot and exiled him to the neighbouring fortress of 
Sarkhad, where al-Afs;U, devoured by remorse, swore to forsake 
his life of dissolution to devote himself instead to prayer and 
meditation. In November 1198 another of Saladin’s sons, al-'Aziz, 
the ruler of Egypt, was killed in a fall from his horse while hunt- 
ing wolves near the pyramids. Al-Afclal could no longer resist the 
temptation to abandon his retreat and succeed his brother, but 
his uncle had little trouble divesting him of his new possession 
and sending him back to his life as a recluse. By 1202 al-A.dil, 
now fifty-seven-years old, was the uncontested master of the 
Ayyubid empire. 

Although he lacked the charisma and genius of his illustrious 
brother, he was a better administrator. Under his aegis the Arab 
world experienced a period of peace, prosperity, and tolerance. Af- 
ter the recovery ofJerusalem and the weakening of Frankish pow- 
er, the sultan saw no reason for continuing the holy war against 
the Franj; he therefore adopted a policy of coexistence and com- 
mercial exchange with them. He even encouraged several hun- 
dred Italian merchants to settle in Egypt. An unprecedented calm 
prevailed on the Arab-Frankish front for several years. 

At first, while the Ayyubids were absorbed in their internal 
quarrels, the Franj tried to restore some order in their own seri- 
ously eroded territory. Before leaving the Middle East, Richard 
had entrusted the 'Kingdom ofJerusalem', whose capital was now 
Acre, to one of his nephews, ‘al-kond Herri, Count Henry of 
Champagne. As for Guy of Lusignan, whose stock had fallen since 
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his defeat at I;ligin, he was exiled with honour, becoming king of 
Cyprus, where his dynasty would reign for four centuries. To com- 
pensate for the weakness of his state, Henry of Champagne 
sought to conclude an alliance with the Assassins. He went in 
person to al-Kahf, one of their fortresses, and there met with 
their grand master. Sinatl, the old man ofthe mountain, had died 
not long before, but his successor exercised the same absolute au- 
thority over the sect. To prove this to his Frankish visitor, he or- 
dered two adherents to hurl themselves off the ramparts, which 
they did without a moment's hesitation. It seems that the grand 
master was even prepared to continue the killing, but Henry 
begged him to hold off. A treaty of alliance was concluded. ‘To ho- 
nour their guest, the Assassins inquired whether he did not per- 
haps have a murder he wanted committed. Henry thanked them, 
promising to call upon their services should the occasion arise. 
Ironically, on 10 September 1197, not long after witnessing this 
scene, Richard's nephew died when he accidentally fell from a 
window of his palace in Acre. 

The weeks following his death saw the only serious conflicts of 
this period. Some fanatical German pilgrims seized Saida and 
Beirut before being cut to pieces on the road to Jerusalem, while 
at the same moment al-'A.dil was retaking Jaffa. But on the first of 
July 1198 a new truce was signed for a period of five years and 
eight months. Saladin's brother took advantage of the lull to con- 
solidate his power. An astute statesman, he was aware that if he 
was to ward offa fresh invasion, it would not be enough to reach 
an understanding with the Franj of the Mediterranean coast: he 
had to address himself to the West itself. Might it not be oppor- 
tune to use his good relations with the Italian merchants to con- 
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vince them no longer to agree to unleash waves of uncontrolled 
warriors onto the shores of Egypt and Syria? 

In 1202 he recommended to his son al-Ka.mil, ‘the Perfect’, who 
was viceroy of Egypt, that talks be opened with the illustrious Re- 
public of Venice, which was then the principal maritime power in 
the Mediterranean. Since both states understood the language of 
pragmatism and commercial interests, an accord was rapidly 
reached. Al-Kamil guaranteed the Venetians access to the ports of 
the Nile Delta, such as Alexandria and Damietta, offering them 
all necessary protection and assistance. In return, the republic of 
the doges undertook not to support any Western expedition 
against Egypt. The Italians preferred not to reveal the fact that 
they had already signed an agreement with a group of Western 
princes whereby in exchange for a large sum, they would trans- 
port nearly thirty thousand Frankish warriors to Egypt. Skilful ne- 
gotiators, the Venetians resolved not to violate any of their com- 
mitments. 

When the knights in question arrived in Venice eager to em- 
bark on their voyage, they were warmly greeted by the doge Dan- 
dolo. According to Ibn al-Athir, He was a very old, blind man, and 
when he rode on horseback, he needed a squire to guide his mount. In spite 
of his age and infirmity, Dandolo announed that he himself in- 
tended to take part in the expedition now being mustered under 
the banner of the cross. Before departing, however, he demanded 
that the knights pay the agreed sum. When they requested that 
payment be deferred, Dandolo replied that he would accept only 
on condition that the expedition begin by occupying the port of 
Zadar, which for several years had been Venice's rival in the Adri- 
atic. The knights agreed with some reluctance, for Zadar was a 
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Christian city belonging to the king of Hungary, a faithful servant 
of Rome. But they had little choice. The doge demanded this 
small service or the immediate payment of the promised sum. 
Zadar was therefore attacked and plundered in November 1202. 
But the Venetians were aiming for greater things. They now 
sought to convince the commanders of the expedition to make a 
detour to Constantinople in order to place on the throne a young 
prince who favoured the Occidentals. Although it was clear that 
the doge's ultimate objective was to bring the Mediterranean un- 
der the control of his republic, the arguments he advanced were 
clever indeed. He played upon the knights’ distrust of the Greek 
‘heretics’, held out to them the prospect ofthe immense treasures 
of Byzantium, and explained to the commanders that control of 
the city of the Rum would enable them to launch more effective 
attacks against the Muslims. In the end, these appeals were con- 
vincing. In July 1203 the Venetian fleet arrived at Constantinople. 


The king of the Rum fled without a fight, Ibn al-Athfr writes, 
and the Franj placed their young candidate on the throne. 
But he held power in name only, for the Franj made all the 
decisions. They imposed very heavy tribute on the people, 
and when payment proved impossible, they seized all the 
gold and jewels, even that which was part of the crosses and 
images of the Messiah, peace be upon him. The Rum then re- 
volted, killed the young monarch, expelled the Franj from the 
city, and barricaded the city gates. Since their forces were 
meagre, they sent a messenger to Silleyman, the son of Kilij 
Arslan, ruler of Kanya, asking that he come to their aid. But 
he was unable to do so. 
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The Rum were in no position to defend themselves. Not only 
was a good part of their army made up of Frankish mercenaries, 
but many Venetian agents were acting against them within the 
walls. In April 1204, after barely a week of fighting, the city was 
invaded. For three days, it was delivered to pillage and carnage. 
Icons, statues, books, and innumerable works of art-testimony 
to the Greek and Byzantine civilizations-were stolen or de- 
stroyed, and thousands of inhabitants were slaughtered. 


All the Rum were killed or despoiled, the Mosul historian re- 
lates. Some of their notables, pursued by the Franj, attempted 
to seek refuge in the great church they call Sophia. A group 
of priests and monks came out bearing crosses and Bibles, 
begging the attackers to spare their lives, but the Franj paid 
no heed to their entreaties. They massacred them all and 
plundered the church. 


It is also reported that a prostitute who had come on the Frank- 
ish expedition sat on the patriarch's throne singing lewd songs, 
while drunken soldiers raped Greek nuns in neighbouring monas- 
teries. As Ibn al-Athir explains, after the sack of Constantinople, 
one of the most reprehensible acts of history, a Latin emperor of 
the Orient was crowned: Baldwin of Flanders. The Rum, of 
course, never recognized his authority. Those who had escaped 
from the imperial palace settled in Nicaea, which became the pro- 
visional capital of the Greek empire until the recapture of Byzan- 
tium fifty-seven years later. 

Far from reinforcing the Frankish settlements in Syria, the de- 
mented Constantinople escapade dealt them a severe blow. In 
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fact, many of the knights who had come to seek their fortune in 
the Orient now felt that Greek territory offered better prospects, 
for here there were fiefdoms to be taken and riches to be 
amassed, whereas the narrow coastal strip around Acre, Tripoli, 
and Antioch held little attraction for these adventurers. In the 
short term, the expedition'’s detour to Constantinople deprived 
the Franj of Syria ofthe reinforcements that might have permitted 
a fresh operation against Jerusalem, and in 1204 they felt com- 
pelled to ask the sultan to renew the truce. Al-.dil agreed to a 
six-year extension. Although he was now at the apogee of his 
power, the brother of Saladin had no intention of throwing him- 
self into any grandiose enterprise of reconquest. He was not in 
the least disturbed by the presence of the Franj on the coast. 

The majority of the Franj of Syria would have liked nothing bet- 
ter than a prolongation of peace, but the others across the sea, es- 
pecially in Rome, dreamed only ofa reprise of hostilities. In 1210 
control of the Kingdom of Antioch passed, by marriage, to John of 
Brienne, a sixty-year-old knight recently arrived from the West. 
Although he agreed to renew the truce for another five years in 
July 1212, he besieged the pope with messengers urging him to 
accelerate preparations for a powerful expedition, so that an of- 
fensive could be launched as early as the summer of 1217. The 
first vessels of armed pilgrims reached Acre somewhat later, in 
September of that year. They were soon followed by hundreds of 
others. In April 1218 a new Frankish invasion began. Its target 
was Egypt. 


Al-’%4.dil was surprised, and above all disappointed, by this expedi- 
tion. Had he not done everything in his power, not only since his 
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accession to the throne but even before, during his negotiations 
with Richard, to put an end to the state of war? Had he not suf- 
fered for years the sarcastic taunts of religious leaders, who ac- 
cused him of having abandoned the cause ofjihad out of friend- 
ship for these fair-haired men? This 73-year-old man, who was in 
ill health, had for months refused to lend credence to the reports 
reaching him. When a band of demented Germans began pillag- 
ing some villages in Galilee, he considered it just another instance 
ofthe usual misadventure and did not react. He refused to believe 
that the West would mount a massive invasion after a quarter ofa 
century of peace. 

Nevertheless, the reports were becoming increasingly detailed. 
Tens of thousands of Frankish fighters had gathered before the 
city of Damietta, which controls access to the principal branch of 
the Nile. On his father's instructions, al-Ka.mil led his troops out 
to meet them. But he was alarmed by their number, and avoided a 
confrontation. Cautiously, he established his camp south of the 
port, so that he could support the garrison without being forced 
into a set-piece battle. Damietta was one of Egypt's best-defended 
cities. To the east and south its ramparts were ringed by a narrow 
band of marshy ground, while to the north and west the Nile as- 
sured a permanent link to the hinterland. The town could there- 
fore be effectively encircled only if the enemy was able to estab- 
lish control of the river. To protect themselves against just that 
danger, the people of the city had invented an ingenious device 
consisting of a huge iron chain: one end was affixed to the ram- 
parts of the city, the other to a citadel built on an island near the 
opposite bank of the river. This chain barred access to the Nile. 
When the Franj saw that no vessel could pass through unless the 
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chain was detached, they stubbornly assaulted the citadel. For 
three months their attacks were repelled, until finally they hit 
upon the idea of trimming two great vessels and making them 
into a sort of floating tower as high as the citadel. On 25 August 
1218 they assaulted the citadel. The chain was broken. 

Several days later, when a carrier-pigeon brought Al-'Adil news 
of this defeat at Damietta, he was profoundly shaken. It seemed 
clear that the fall of the citadel would soon lead to the fall of 
Damietta itself, and no obstacle would then impede the invaders' 
path to Cairo. A long campaign loomed, one he had neither the 
strength nor the inclination to contest. Just a few hours later, he 
succumbed to a heart attack. 

The real catastrophe for the Muslims was not the fall of the riv- 
er citadel but the death of the aged sultan. In purely military 
terms, al-Ka.mil managed to contain the enemy, to inflict severe 
losses upon him, and to prevent him from completing the encir- 
clement of Damietta. Politically, however, the inevitable debilitat- 
ing struggle for succession erupted, despite the sultan’s many ef- 
forts to ensure that his sons would avoid that fate. He had deter- 
mined the division of his domain before his death: Egypt was to 
go to al-Ka.mil, Damascus and Jerusalem to al-Mu'azam, Jazira to 
al-Ashraf, and less important fiefdoms to his younger sons. But it 
was impossible to satisfy ambitions all around: even if relative 
harmony prevailed among the brothers, certain conflicts were in- 
evitable. In Cairo many of the emirs took advantage of al-Ka.mil's 
absence to try to place one of his younger brothers on the throne. 
The coup d'etat was on the point of success when the ruler of 
Egypt was informed about it. Forgetting all about Damietta and 
the Franj, he broke camp and rushed back to his capital, there to 
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reestablish order and punish the conspirators. The invaders swift- 
ly occupied the positions he had abandoned. Damietta was now 
surrounded. 

Although he had received the support of his brother al- 
Muazam, who rushed from Damascus to Damietta with his army, 
al-Kamil was no longer in a position to save the city, and still less 
to halt the invasion. He therefore made the peace overtures par- 
ticularly generous. After asking al-Mu'azam to dismantle the for- 
tifications ofJerusalem, al-Kamil sent word to the Franj assuring 
them that he was prepared to hand the holy city over to them if 
they would agree to leave Egypt. But the Franj, who now felt they 
were in a position of strength, refused to negotiate. In October 
1219 al-Kamil made his offer more explicit: he would deliver not 
only Jerusalem, but all of Palestine west of the Jordan, with the 
True Cross thrown in to boot. This time the invaders took the 
trouble to study the proposals. John of Brienne favoured accep- 
tance, as did all the Franj of Syria. But the final decision was in 
the hands ofa man named Pelagius, a Spanish cardinal and fanati- 
cal advocate of holy war, whom the pope had appointed head of 
the expedition. Never, he said, would he agree to negotiate with 
Saracens. To make sure that his rejection of peace terms could not 
be misunderstood, he ordered an immediate assault on Damietta. 
The garrison, decimated by fighting, famine, and a recent epidem- 
ic, offered no resistance. 

Pelagius had now decided to seize all of Egypt. If he did not 
march on Cairo immediately, it was because he was awaiting the 
imminent arrival of the West's most powerful monarch, Frederick 
Il of Hohenstaufen, king of Germany and Sicily, who was in com- 
mand of a large expedition. Al-Kamil, who had inevitably got 
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wind of these rumours, prepared for war. His emissaries ranged 
through the lands of Islam calling upon his brothers, cousins, and 
allies to rush to the aid of Egypt. In addition, west of the delta, 
not far from Alexandria, he outfitted a fleet; in the summer of 
1220 it took the Occidental vessels by surprise off the coast of 
Cyprus, inflicting a crushing defeat upon them. Once the enemy 
had thus been deprived of his mastery ofthe sea, al-Kamil hurried 
to make another peace offer, this time promising to sign a thirty- 
year truce. In vain. Pelagius saw this excessive generosity as proof 
that the ruler of Cairo was at bay. Had they not just heard that 
Frederick II had been crowned emperor in Rome and had sworn 
to leave for Egypt without delay? He was expected by the spring 
of 1221 at the latest: hundreds ofvessels and tens of thousands of 
soldiers would accompany him. In the meantime, the Frankish 
army had to sustain a situation of no war, no peace. 

In fact, Frederick II was not to arrive until eight years later! 
Pelagius waited for him patiently until the beginning of the sum- 
mer of 1221. In July the Frankish army left Damietta, heading res- 
olutely for Cairo. In the Egyptian capital, al-Kamil’s soldiers had 
to use force to prevent the inhabitants from fleeing. But the sul- 
tan seemed confident, for two ofhis brothers had come to his aid: 
al-Ashraf, who with his troops from Jazira had joined him in try- 
ing to prevent the invaders reaching Cairo, and al-Mu'azam, who 
was leading his Syrian army north, boldly interposing his forces 
between the enemy and Damietta. As for al-Kamil himself, he 
was anxiously watching, with barely concealed joy, the gradual 
swelling ofthe waters ofthe Nile, for the level ofthe river had be- 
gun rising without the Occidentals’ taking any notice. In mid-Au- 
gust the land became so muddy and slippery that the knights had 
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first to halt their advance and then to withdraw their entire army. 

Barely had the retreat begun when a group of Egyptian soldiers 
moved to demolish the dikes. It was the twenty-sixth of August 
1221. Within a few hours, as the Muslim troops cut off the exit 
routes, the entire Frankish army found itself mired in a sea of 
mud. Two days later, Pelagius, now desperate to save his army 
from annihilation, sent a messenger to al-Kamil to seek peace. 
The Ayyubid sovereign laid down his conditions: the Franj would 
have to evacuate Damietta and sign an eight-year truce. In return, 
their army could leave by sea unhindered. Obviously, there was 
no longer any question of offering them Jerusalem. 

In celebrating this victory, as complete as it was unexpected, 
many Arabs wondered whether al-Ka.mil had been serious when 
he had offered the Franj the holy city. Had it not perhaps been a 
trick, an attempt to gain time? All would soon become clear. 


During the distressing crisis of Damietta, the ruler of Egypt had 
often wondered about this famous Frederick, ‘al-enboror' (the 
emperor), whose arrival was so eagerly awaited by the Franj. Was 
he really as powerful as they said? Was he truly determined to 
wage holy war against the Muslims? As he showered his collabo- 
rators with ever more questions and gathered more information 
from travellers who had been to Sicily, the island kingdom over 
which Frederick ruled, al-Ka.mil's sense of astonishment mounted 
steadily. In 1225, when he learned that the emperor had just mar- 
ried Yolanda, the daughter ofJohn of Brienne, thereby acquiring 
the title of king of Jerusalem, he decided to send an embassy 
headed by a subtle diplomat, the emir Fakhr al-Din Ibn al-Shaykh. 


The latter was amazed when he arrived in Palermo: yes, every- 


312 of 405 


The Crusades Through Arab Eyes (Sagi Essentials) 


thing they said about Frederick was true. He spoke and wrote 
Arabic perfectly, he felt unconcealed admiration for Muslim civi- 
lization, and he had nothing but contempt for the barbarous 
West, especially for the pope of Rome. His closest collaborators 
were Arabs, and so were the soldiers of his palace guard; at times 
of prayer, they bowed down in the direction of Mecca. This man 
of inquiring mind, who had spent his entire youth in Sicily, then a 
major centre of Arab sciences, felt that he had little in common 
with the dull and fanatical Franj. The voice of the muezzin rang 
out across his kingdom unimpeded. 

Fakhr al-Din soon became a friend and confidant of Frederick. 
Through him, close links were forged between the Germanic em- 
peror and the sultan of Cairo. The two monarchs exchanged let- 
ters in which they discussed the logic of Aristotle, the immortali- 
ty of the soul, and the genesis of the universe. When al-Kamil 
learned of his correspondent's passion for observing animal be- 
haviour, he sent him bears, apes, and dromedaries, as well as an 
elephant, which the emperor entrusted to the Arab caretaker of 
his private zoo. The sultan was more than a little content to dis- 
cover an enlightened Western leader who, like himself, under- 
stood the futility of these endless religious wars. He therefore un- 
hesitatingly told Frederick of his desire for him to come to the 
Orient in the near future, adding that he would be happy to see 
the emperor in possession ofJerusalem. 

This outburst of generosity becomes more comprehensible if 
we remember that at the time the offer was made, the holy city 
belonged not to al-Kamil but to his brother al-Muazam, with 
whom the ruler of Cairo had just fallen out. Al-Ka.mil felt that the 
occupation of Palestine by his ally Frederick would create a buffer 


313 of 405 


Maalouf, Amin 


state protecting him from any undertakings in which al-Mu'azam 
might indulge. In the long run, a reinvigorated Kingdom of 
Jerusalem could also effectively interpose itself between Egypt 
and the warrior peoples of Asia, for the threat from that quarter 
was now looming. A fervent Muslim would never have so coldly 
contemplated abandoning Jerusalem, but al-Kamil was quite dif- 
ferent from his uncle Saladin. He regarded the question of 
Jerusalem as primarily political and military; the religious aspect 
was relevant only to the extent that it influenced public opinion. 
Frederick, who felt no closer to Christianity than to Islam, took 
an identical attitude. If he wanted to take possession of the holy 
city, it was not to commune with his thoughts at the tomb of 
Christ, but because a success of that kind would strengthen his 
position in his struggle against the pope, who had just excommu- 
nicated him as punishment for having postponed his expedition 
to the East. 

When the emperor disembarked at Acre in September 1228 he 
was convinced that with al-Kamil's help he would be able to enter 
Jerusalem in triumph, thus silencing his enemies. In fact, the 
ruler of Cairo found himself in an extremely embarrassing posi- 
tion, for recent events had completely redrawn the regional map. 
Al-Mu'azam had died suddenly in November 1227, bequeathing 
Damascus to his son al-Nai;ir, a young man lacking in all experi- 
ence. Al-Kamil, who could now contemplate seizing Damascus 
and Palestine himself, was no longer interested in establishing a 
buffer state between Egypt and Syria. In other words, al-Kamil 
was not greatly pleased at the prospect of the arrival of Frederick, 
who in all friendship would lay claim to Jerusalem and its envi- 
rons. A man of honour like al-Kamil could not renege on his 
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promises, but he could try to stall, telling the emperor that the 
situation had suddenly changed. 

Frederick, who had come with a mere three thousand men, 
thought that the taking ofJerusalem would be no more than a 
formality. He therefore did not dare attempt a policy of intimida- 
tion, but instead sought to cajole al-Kamil. I an your friend, he 
wrote to him. It was you who urged re to make this trip. The pope and 
all the kings of the West now know of my mission. IfI return empty-hand- 
ed, I will lose much prestige. For pity's sake, give me Jerusalem, that I may 
hold my head high! Al-Ka.mil was touched, and so he sent his friend 
Fakhr al-Din to Frederick, bearing gifts and a double-edged reply. 
I too, he wrote, must take account of opinion. If I deliver Jerusalem to 
you, it could lead not only to a condemnation of my actions by the caliph, 
but also to a religious insurrection that would threaten my throne. For 
each side, it was a matter of saving face. Frederick implored Fakhr 
al-Din to find an honourable way out. The latter, with the sultan’s 
agreement, threw Frederick a lifeline. "The people would never ac- 
cept the surrender of Jerusalem, won at such cost by Saladin, 
without a battle. On the other hand, if agreement on the holy city 
could avoid bloody warfare . . . ' The emperor understood. He 
smiled, thanked his friend for his advice, and then ordered his 
small force of troops to prepare for combat. At the end of No- 
vember 1228, as Frederick marched with great pomp towards the 
port of Jaffa, al-Kamil spread the word throughout the country 
that it was necessary to prepare for a long and bitter war against 
the powerful sovereign from the West. 

A few weeks later, with no battle having been joined, the text 
of an accord was ready: Frederick obtained Jerusalem and a corri- 
dor linking it to the coast, as well as Bethlehem, Nazareth, the en- 
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virons of Tyre, and the powerful fortress of Tibnin, east of Tyre. In 
the holy city itself, the Muslims preserved a presence in the 
J:‘laram al-Sharif sector, where their principal sanctuaries were 
clustered. The treaty was signed on 18 February 1229 by Freder- 
ick and by the ambassador Fakhr al-Din, in the name of the sul- 
tan. A month later, the emperor went to Jerusalem, whose Mus- 
lim population had been evacuated by al-Kami!, except for some 
religious leaders left in charge of the Islamic places of worship. 
Frederick was received by Shams al-Din, the qajI of Nablus, who 
gave him the keys to the city and acted as a sort of guide. The qa# 
himself related what happened during this visit. 


When the emperor, king of the Franj, came to Jerusalem, | 
remained with him, as al-Kamil had requested of me. I en- 
tered I:laram al-Sharif with him, where he toured the small 
mosques. Then we went to al-Aqa mosque, whose architec- 
ture he admired, as well as the Dome of the Rock. He was 
fascinated by the beauty ofthe minbar, and climbed the stairs 
to the top. When he descended, he took me by the hand and 
led me back towards al-Aqa. There he found a priest who, 
Bible in hand, was trying to enter the mosque. Furious, the 
emperor began to browbeat him. ‘What brings you to this 
place? By God, if one of you dares step in here again without 
permission, I will pluck out his eyes!’ The priest departed 
trembling. That night, I asked the muezzin not to call the 
prayer, in order not to inconvenience the emperor. But when 
I saw him the next day, the emperor asked me, ‘Qii4f, why 
didn't the muezzins call the prayer as usual? I answered: ‘It 
is I who prevented them from doing so, out of respect for 
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Your Majesty.’ ‘You should not have acted thus’, the emperor 
said, for if I spent this night in Jerusalem, it was above all to 
hear the muezzin’s call in the night.’ 


During his visit to the Dome of the Rock, Frederick read an in- 
scription saying: Saladin has purged this holy city of mushrikfn. This 
term, which literally means ‘associationists’,, or even ‘polytheists’, 
was applied to those who associated other divinities to the wor- 
ship of the one God. In this context it designated Christians, be- 
lievers in the Trinity. Pretending to be unaware ofthis, the emper- 
or, with an amused grin, asked his embarrassed hosts who these 
mushrikfn might be. A few minutes later, Frederick noticed a 
wooden lattice at the entrance to the Dome; he asked what it was 
for. ‘It is to prevent birds from entering this place’, came the an- 
swer. Before his flabbergasted guides, Frederick then commented, 
in an obvious allusion to the Franj, ‘And to think that God al- 
lowed pigs in!’ Sibt Ibn al-Jawzi, a Damascene chronicler and bril- 
liant orator who was aged forty-three in 1229, interpreted these 
remarks as proof that Frederick was neither a Christian nor a 
Muslim but most certainly an atheist. Basing himself on the testimo- 
ny of those who had seen the emperor close up in Jerusalem, he 
added that he was covered with red hair, bald, and myopic. Had he been a 
slave, he would not have fetched 200 dirhams. 

Sibt's hostility to the emperor reflects the sentiments of the 
great majority of Arabs. In other circumstances, his friendly atti- 
tude to Islam and its civilization would undoubtedly have been 
appreciated. But public opinion was scandalized by the terms of 
the treaty signed by al-Ka.mil. As soon as the news that the holy city 
had been ceded to the Franj became known, says the chronicler, the lands 
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of Islam were swept by a veritable storm. Because of the gravity of the 
event, demonstrations of public mourning were organized. In Baghdad, 
Mosul, and Aleppo, meetings were held in the mosques to de- 
nounce al-Ka.mil's betrayal. But it was in Damascus that reaction 
was most violent. King al-Nasir asked me to assemble the people in the 
great mosque o fDamascus, Sibr recounts, so that I could speak to them of 
what had happened in Jerusalem. I could not but accept, for my duty to the 
faith compelled me. 

The chronicler-preacher mounted the steps ofthe pulpit before 
a delirious crowd, his head enveloped in a turban of black cloth. 
‘The new disaster that has befallen us’, he began, ‘has broken our 
hearts. Our pilgrims can no longer visit Jerusalem, the verses of 
the Koran will no longer be recited in its schools. How great is 
the shame of the Muslims today!’ Al-Nair attended the demon- 
stration in person. Open war was declared between him and his 
uncle al-Ka.mil. No sooner had the latter handed Jerusalem over 
to Frederick than the Egyptian army imposed a tight blockade on 
Damascus. The struggle against the treason of the ruler of Cairo 
became the slogan under which the people of the Syrian me- 
tropolis were mobilized in firm support of their young sovereign. 
Sibfs eloquence, however, was not enough to save Damascus. Al- 
Kamil, with his overwhelming numerical superiority, emerged vic- 
torious from the confrontation, forcing the city to capitulate and 
reestablishing the unity of the Ayyubid empire under his own au- 
thority. 

In June 1229 al-Nair was forced to abandon his capital. Bitter, 
but by no means without hope, he settled in the fortress of Karak 
east of the Jordan, where during the years of truce he would be- 
come the symbol of steadfastness in the face of the enemy. Many 
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Damascenes retained their personal attachment to him, and many 
religious militants, disappointed with the excessively conciliatory 
policy of the other Ayyubids, kept up hope thanks to this spirited 
young prince, who incited his peers to continue the jihad against 
the invaders. Who but I, he wrote, expends all his efforts to protect Is- 
lam? Who else fights for the cause of God in all circumstances? In No- 
vember 1239, one hundred days after the truce had expired, al- 
Na ir retook Jerusalem in a surprise raid. There was an explosion 
ofjoy throughout the Arab world. The poets compared the victor 
to his great-uncle Saladin, and sung his praises for having thus 
expunged the outrage of al-Ka.mil's betrayal. 

His apologists failed to mention that al-Nair had been recon- 
ciled with the ruler of Cairo shortly before the latter's death in 
1238, probably hoping that the government of Damascus would 
thereby be restored to him. The poets also omit to point out that 
the Ayyubid prince did not seek to retain Jerusalem after retaking 
it. Believing the city indefensible, he quickly destroyed the Tower 
of David and the other fortifications recently built by the Franj. 
He then withdrew with his troops to Karak. Fervour, one might 
say, did not exclude political or military realism. The subsequent 
behaviour of this hard-line leader is nevertheless intriguing. Dur- 
ing the inevitable war of succession that followed the death of al- 
Kamil, al-Nair proposed to the Franj that together they form an 
alliance against his cousins. In 1243 he officially recognized their 
right to Jerusalem in an effort to pacify the Occidentals, even of- 
fering to withdraw the Muslim religious leaders from I:laram al- 
Sharif. Al-Ka.mil had never gone so far in appeasement. 
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Expulsion 
Part Six 
(1244- 1291) 


Attacked by Mongols-the Tartars-in the east and by Franj in the 
west, the Muslims had never been in such a critical position. God alone 


could still rescue them. 


IBN AL-ATHIR 
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13 


The Mongol Scourge 


The events I am about to describe are so horrible that for 
years I avoided all mention of them. It is not easy to an- 
nounce that death has fallen upon Islam and the Muslims. 
Alas! I would have preferred my mother never to have given 
birth to me, or to have died without witnessing all these 
evils. If one day you are told that the earth has never known 
such calamity since God created Adam, do not hesitate to be- 
lieve it, for such is the strict truth. Nebuchadnezzar's mas- 
sacre of the children of Israel and the destruction of 
Jerusalem are generally cited as among the most infamous 
tragedies of history. But these were as nothing compared to 
what has happened now. No, probably not until the end of 
time will a catastrophe of such magnitude be seen again. 


Nowhere else in his voluminous Perfect History does Ibn al-Athir 
adopt such a pathetic tone. Page after page, his sadness, terror, 
and incredulity spring out as if he was superstitiously postponing 
the moment when he would finally have to speak the name of the 
scourge: Genghis Khan. 


322 of 405 


The Crusades Through Arab Eyes (Saqi Essentials) 


The rise of the Mongol conqueror began shortly after the death 
of Saladin, but not until another quarter of a century had passed 
did the Arabs feel the approach of the threat. Genghis Khan first 
set about uniting the various Turkic and Mongol tribes of central 
Asia under his authority; he then embarked on what he hoped 
would be the conquest of the world. His forces moved in three di- 
rections: to the east, where the Chinese empire was reduced to 
vassal status and then annexed; to the north-west, where first 
Russia and then eastern Europe were devastated; to the west, 
where Persia was invaded. ‘All cities must be razed’, Genghis 
Khan used to say, ‘so that the world may once again become a 
great steppe in which Mongol mothers will suckle free and happy 
children.’ And prestigious cities indeed would be destroyed, their 
populations decimated: Bukhara, Samarkand, and Herat, among 
others. 

The first Mongol thrust into an Islamic country coincided with 
the various Frankish invasions of Egypt between 1218 and 1221. 
At the time the Arab world felt trapped between Scylla and 
Charybdis. This was undoubtedly part of the explanation for al- 
Kamil's conciliatory attitude over the question ofJerusalem. But 
Genghis Khan finally abandoned any attempt to venture west of 
Persia. With his death in 1227 at the age of sixty-seven, the pres- 
sure of the horsemen of the steppes on the Arab world eased for 
some years. 

In Syria the scourge first made itself felt indirectly. Among the 
many dynasties crushed by the Mongols on their way was that of 
the Khwarazmian Turks, who had earlier supplanted the Seljuks 
from Iraq to India. With the dismantling of this Muslim empire, 
whose hour of glory had passed, remnants ofits army were com- 
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pelled to flee as far as possible from the terrifying victors. Thus it 
was that one fine day some ten thousand Khwarazmian horsemen 
arrived in Syria, pillaging and holding cities hostage and partici- 
pating as mercenaries in the internal struggles of the Ayyubids. In 
June 1224, believing themselves strong enough to establish a 
state of their own, the Khwarazmians attacked Damascus. They 
plundered the neighbouring villages and sacked the orchards of 
Ghiita. But then, since they were incapable of sustaining a long 
siege against the city's resistance, they changed their target and 
suddenly headed for Jerusalem, which they occupied without dif- 
ficulty on ll July Although the Frankish population was largely 
spared, the city itself was plundered and put to the torch. To the 
great relief of all the cities of Syria, a fresh attack on Damascus 
several months later was decimated by a coalition of Ayyubid 
princes. 

This time the Frankish knights would never retake Jerusalem. 
Frederick, whose diplomatic skill had enabled the Occidentals to 
keep the flag of the cross flying over the walls of the city for fif- 
teen years, was no longer interested in its fate. Abandoning his 
Oriental ambitions, he now preferred to maintain more amicable 
relations with the Cairene leaders. In 1247, when Louis IX of 
France planned an expedition against Egypt, the emperor sought 
to dissuade him. Better still, he kept Ayyiib, son of al-Kami!, regu- 
larly informed of the preparations of the French expedition. 

Louis arrived in the East in 1248, but he did not immediately 
head for the Egyptian border, for he felt it would be too risky to 
undertake a campaign before spring. He therefore settled in 
Cyprus and spent these months of respite striving to realize the 
dream that was to haunt the Franj to the end of the thirteenth 
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century and beyond: the conclusion ofan alliance with the Mon- 
gols that would trap the Arab world in a pincer movement. Emis- 
saries thus shuttled regularly between the camps of the invaders 
from the East and the invaders from the West. Late in 1248 Louis 
received a delegation in Cyprus that put forward the tempting 
possibility that the Mongols might convert to Christianity. En- 
tranced by this prospect, he hastily responded by dispatching pre- 
cious and pious gifts. But Genghis Khan's successors misinter- 
preted the meaning of this gesture. Treating the king of France as 
they would a mere vassal, they asked him to send gifts of equiva- 
lent value every year. This misunderstanding saved the Arab 
world from a concerted attack by its two enemies, at least tem- 
porarily. 

Thus it was that the Occidentals alone launched their assault 
on Egypt on the fifth ofJune 1249, although not before the two 
monarchs had exchanged thunderous declarations of war, in ac- 
cordance with the customs ofthe epoch. I have already warned you 
many times, wrote Louis, but you have paid no heed. Henceforth my deci- 
sion is made: I will assault your territory, and even were you to swear alle- 
giance to the cross, my mind would not be changed. The armies that obey me 
cover mountains and plains, they are as numerous as the pebbles of the 
earth, and they march upon you grasping the swords o ffate. To bolster 
these threats, the king of France reminded his enemy of a number 
of successes scored by the Christians against the Muslims in 
Spain the year before: We chased your people before us like herds of 
oxen. We killed the men, made widows of the women, and captured girls 
and boys. Was that not a lesson to you? Ayyub replied in similar vein: 
Foolish as you are, have you forgotten the lands you occupied which we 


have reconquered, even quite recently? Have you forgotten the damage we 
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have inflicted upon you? Apparently aware of the numerical inferiori- 
ty of his forces, the sultan found an appropriately reassuring quo- 
tation from the Koran: How often has a small troop vanquished a great, 
with Gods permission, for God is with the good. This encouraged him 
to predict to Louis: Your defeat is ineluctable. Soon you will bitterly re- 
gret the adventure on which you have embarked. 

At the outset oftheir offensive, however, the Franj scored a de- 
cisive success. Damietta, which had resisted the last Frankish ex- 
pedition so courageously thirty years before, was this time aban- 
doned without a fight. Its fall, which sowed disarray in the Arab 
world, starkly revealed how weak the legatees of the great Saladin 
had become. Sultan Ayyub, who was immobilized by tuberculosis 
and unable to take personal command of his troops, preferred to 
adopt the policy of his father al-Kamil rather than lose Egypt: he 
proposed to Louis that Darnietta be exchanged for Jerusalem. But 
the king of France refused to deal with a defeated and dying ‘infi- 
del’. Ayyub then decided to resist, and had himself transported by 
litter-bearers to the city of Manura, ‘the victorious’, which had 
been built by al-Kamil on the very spot at which the previous 
Frankish invasion had been defeated. Unfortunately, the sultan’s 
health was sinking fast. Racked by fits of coughing so severe that 
it seemed that they would never end, he fell into a coma on 20 
November, just as the Franj, encouraged by the receding waters of 
the Nile, left Damietta for Man ura. Three days later, to the great 
consternation of his entourage, the sultan died. 

How could the army and the people be told that the sultan was 
dead while the enemy was at the gates ofthe city and Ayyub's son 
Turan-Shah was somewhere in northern Iraq, several weeks’ 
march away? It was then that a providential personality inter- 
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vened: Shajar al-Durr, or ‘Tree of Pearls’, a female slave of Armen- 
ian origin, beautiful and crafty, who for years had been Ayyab's 
favourite wife. Gathering the members of the sultan’s family to- 
gether, she ordered them to keep silent about his death until the 
prince arrived, and even asked the aged emir Fakhr al-Din, Freder- 
ick’s old friend, to write a letter in the sultan's name summoning 
the Muslims to jihad. According to Ibn Wail, a Syrian chronicler 
and one of Fakhr al-Din's associates, the king of France soon 
learned of the death of Ayyub, which encouraged him to step up 
the military pressure. In the Egyptian camp, however, the secret 
was kept long enough to prevent the troops becoming demoral- 
ized. 

The battle raged around Manura throughout the long winter 
months. Then on 10 February 1250 the Frankish army, aided by 
treason, penetrated the city by surprise. Ibn Wasil, who was then 
in Cairo, relates: 


The emir Fakhr al-Din was in his bath when they came and 
told him the news. Flabbergasted, he immediately leapt into 
the saddle-without armour or coat of mail-and rushed to 
see what the situation was. He was attacked by a troop of en- 
emy soldiers, who killed him. The king of the Franj entered 
the city, and even reached the sultan’s palace. His soldiers 
poured through the streets, while the Muslim soldiers and 
the inhabitants sought salvation in disordered flight. Islam 
seemed mortally wounded, and the Franj were about to reap 
the fruit of their victory when the Mamluk Turks arrived. 
Since the enemy had dispersed through the streets, these 
horsemen rushed bravely in pursuit. Everywhere the Franj 
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were taken by surprise and massacred with sword or mace. 
At the start of the day, the pigeons had carried a message to 
Cairo announcing the attack of the Franj without breathing a 
word about the outcome ofthe battle, so we were all waiting 
anxiously. Throughout the quarters of the city there was sad- 
ness until the next day, when new messages told us of the 
victory of the Turkish lions. The streets of Cairo became a 
festival. 


In subsequent weeks, from his post in the Egyptian capital, the 
chronicler would observe two sequences of events that were to 
change the face of the Arab East: on the one hand, the victorious 
struggle against the last great Frankish invasion; on the other, a 
revolution unique in history, one that was to raise a caste of offi- 
cer-slaves to power for nearly three centuries. 

After his defeat at Maniira, the king of France realized that his 
military position was becoming untenable. Unable to take the 
city, and constantly harassed by the Egyptians in a muddy terrain 
crisscrossed by countless canals, Louis decided to negotiate. At 
the beginning of March he sent a conciliatory message to Tiiran- 
Shah, who had just arrived in Egypt. In it he declared that he was 
now prepared to accept Ayyiib's proposal to abandon Damietta in 
exchange for Jerusalem. The new sultan's response was not long 
in coming: the generous offers made by Ayyiib should have been 
accepted during Ayyiib’s lifetime. Now it was too late. At this 
point, the most Louis could hope for was to save his army and get 
out of Egypt alive, for pressure was mounting on all sides. In mid- 
March several dozen Egyptian galleys inflicted a severe defeat on 
the Frankish fleet, destroying or capturing nearly a hundred ves- 
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sels of all sizes and removing any possibility of the invaders’ re- 
treating towards Damietta. On 7 April the invading army tried to 
run the blockade and was assaulted by the Mamluk battalions, 
swelled by thousands of volunteers. After several hours of fight- 
ing, the Franj had their backs to the wall. To halt the massacre of 
his men, the king of France capitulated and asked that his life be 
spared. He was led in chains to Mansura, where he was locked in 
the house ofan Ayyubid functionary. 

Curiously, the new sultan’s brilliant victory, far from enhancing 
his power, brought about his downfall. Tiiran-Shah was engaged 
in a dispute with the chief Mamluk officers of his army. The latter 
believed, not without reason, that Egypt owed its salvation to 
them, and they therefore demanded a decisive role in the leader- 
ship of the country. The sovereign, on the other hand, wanted to 
take advantage of his newly acquired prestige to place his own 
supporters in the major posts of responsibility. Three weeks after 
the victory over the Franj, a group ofthese Mamluks met together 
on the initiative ofa brilliant 40-year-old Turkish officer named 
Baybars, a cross-bowman, and decided to take action. A revolt 
broke out on 2 May 1250 at the end ofa banquet organized by the 
monarch. Tiiran-Shah, wounded in the shoulder by Baybars, was 
running towards the Nile, hoping to flee by boat, when he was 
captured by his assailants. He begged them to spare his life, 
promising to leave Egypt for ever and to renounce any claim to 
power. But the last of the Ayyubid sultans was finished off merci- 
lessly. An envoy of the caliph even had to intervene before the 
Mamluks would agree to give their former master a proper burial. 

Despite the success of their coup d'etat, the slave-officers hesi- 
tated to seize the throne directly. The wisest among them racked 
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their brains to find a compromise that would confer a semblance 
of Ayyubid legitimacy on their nascent power. The formula they 
devised would go down in history in the Muslim world, as Ibn 
Wasil, an incredulous witness to the singular event, remarked. 


After the assassination of Turan-Shah, he relates, the emirs 
and mamilii.ks met near the sultan's pavilion and decided that 
Shajar al-Durr, a wife of Sultan Ayyub, would be placed in 
power, becoming queen and sultana. She took charge of the 
affairs of state, establishing a royal seal in her name inscribed 
with the formula 'Umm Khalil’ (mother of Khalil’), a child 
of hers who had died at an early age. In all the mosques, the 
Friday sermon was delivered in the name of Umm Khalil, sul- 
tana of Cairo and ofall Egypt. This was unprecedented in the 
history of Islam. 


Shortly after she was placed on the throne, Shajar al-Durr mar- 
ried one of the Mamluk chiefs, Aybeg, and conferred the title of 
sultan upon him. 

The replacement of the Ayyubids by the Mamluks marked a 
clear hardening of the Muslim world's attitude towards the in- 
vaders. The descendants of Saladin had proved more than a little 
conciliatory toward the Franj, and their declining power was no 
longer capable of confronting the perils threatening Islam from 
East and West alike. The Mamluk revolution soon appeared as an 
enterprise of military, political, and religious rectification. 

The coup d'etat in Cairo did not alter the fate of the king of 
France. An agreement in principle reached during the time of 
Turan-Shah stipulated that Louis would be released in return for 
the withdrawal of all Frankish troops from Egyptian territory, 
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Damietta in particular, and the payment ofa ransom of one mil- 
lion dinars. The French sovereign was indeed released several 
days after the accession to power of Umm Khalil, but not before 
being treated to a lecture by the Egyptian negotiators: 'How could 
a sensible, wise, and intelligent man like you embark on a sea 
voyage to a land peopled by countless Muslims? According to our 
law, a man who crosses the sea in this way cannot testify in 
court. “nd why not?’ asked the king. ‘Because’, came the reply, 
‘it is assumed that he is not in possession ofall his faculties.’ 

The last Frankish soldier left Egypt before the end of May. 


Never again would the Occidentals attempt to invade the land of 
the Nile. The ‘blond peril’ would soon be eclipsed by the far more 
terrifying danger of the descendants of Genghis Khan. The great 
conquerors empire had been weakened somewhat by the wars of 
succession that had flared after his death, and the Muslim East 
had enjoyed an unexpected respite. By 1251, however, the horse- 
men ofthe steppes were united once again, under the authority of 
three brothers, grandsons of Genghis Khan: Mongke, Kubilay, and 
Hiilegii. The first had been designated uncontested sovereign of 
the empire, whose capital was Karakorum, in Mongolia. The sec- 
ond reigned in Peking. It was the ambition of the third, who had 
settled in Persia, to conquer the entire Muslim East to the shores 
of the Mediterranean, perhaps even to the Nile. Hiilegii was a 
complex personality. Initially interested in philosophy and sci- 
ence, a man who sought out the company of men of letters, he 
was transformed in the course of his campaigns into a savage ani- 
mal thirsting for blood and destruction. His religious attitudes 
were no less contradictory. Although strongly influenced by 
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Christianity-his mother, his favourite wife, and several of his 
closest collaborators were members of the Nestorian church-he 
never renounced shamanism, the traditional religion of his peo- 
ple. In the territories he governed, notably Persia, he was general- 
ly tolerant of Muslims, but once he was gripped by his lust to de- 
stroy any political entity capable of opposing him, he waged a war 
of total destruction against the most prestigious metropolises of 
Islam. 

His first target was Baghdad. At first, Hiilegii asked the ‘Ab- 
basid caliph, al-Musta im, the thirty-seventh of his dynasty, to 
recognize Mongol sovereignty as his predecessors had once ac- 
cepted the rule of the Seljuk Turks. The prince of the faithful, 
overconfident of his own prestige, sent word to the conqueror 
that any attack on his capital would mobilize the entire Muslim 
world, from India to north-west Africa. Not in the least im- 
pressed, the grandson of Genghis Khan announced his intention 
of taking the city by force. Towards the end of 1257 he and, it 
would appear, hundreds of thousands of cavalry began advancing 
towards the ‘Abbasid capital. On their way they destroyed the As- 
sassins' sanctuary at Alamiit and sacked its library of inestimable 
value, thus making it almost impossible for future generations to 
gain any in-depth knowledge of the doctrine and activities of the 
sect. When the caliph finally realized the extent of the threat, he 
decided to negotiate. He proposed that Hiilegii's name be pro- 
nounced at Friday sermons in the mosques of Baghdad and that 
he be granted the title of sultan. But it was too late, for by now 
the Mongol had definitively opted for force. After a few weeks of 
courageous resistance, the prince ofthe faithful had no choice but 
to capitulate. On 10 February 1258 he went to the victor's camp 
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in person and asked if he would promise to spare the lives of all 
the citizens if they agreed to lay down their arms. But in vain. As 
soon as they were disarmed, the Muslim fighters were extermi- 
nated. Then the Mongol horde fanned out through the prestigious 
city demolishing buildings, burning neighbourhoods, and merci- 
lessly massacring men, women, and children-nearly eighty thou- 
sand people in all. Only the Christian community of the city was 
spared, thanks to the intercession of the khan's wife. The prince 
of the faithful was himself strangled to death a few days after his 
defeat. The tragic end ofthe ‘Abbasid caliphate stunned the Mus- 
lim world. It was no longer a matter of a military battle for con- 
trol of a particular city, or even country: it was now a desperate 
struggle for the survival of Islam. 

In the meantime the Tartars continued their triumphant march 
towards Syria. In January 1260 Hiilegiis army overran Aleppo, 
which was taken rapidly despite heroic resistance. As in Baghdad, 
massacres and destruction raged throughout this ancient city, 
whose crime was merely to have stood up to the conqueror. A few 
weeks later, the invaders were at the gates of Damascus. The 
Ayyubid kinglets who still governed the various Syrian cities were 
naturally unable to stem the tide. Some decided to recognize the 
suzerainty of the Great Khan, even contemplating the futile 
dream of forming an alliance with the invaders against the Mam- 
luks of Egypt, enemies of their dynasty. Views were divided 
among the Christians, Oriental and Frankish alike. The Armeni- 
ans, in the person of their king, Hethoum, took the side of the 
Mongols, as did Prince Bohemond of Antioch, Hethoum’s broth- 
er-in-law. The Franj of Acre, on the other hand, took a neutral po- 
sition generally favourable to the Muslims. But the prevalent im- 
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pression in both East and West was that the Mongol campaign 
was a sort of holy war against Islam, a pendant to the Frankish 
expeditions. This impression was enhanced by the fact that 
Hiilegi.i's chief lieutenant in Syria, General Kitbuga, was a Nesto- 
rian Christian. When Damascus was taken on the first of March 
1260, three Christian princes-Bohemond, Hethoum, and Kit- 
buga-entered the city as conquerors, to the great consternation 
ofthe Arabs. 

How far would the Tartars go? Some people were convinced 
that they would goall the way to Mecca, thus dealing the coup de 
griice to the religion of the Prophet. In any event they would reach 
Jerusalem, and soon. All Syria was convinced of this. Just after the 
fall of Damascus, two Mongol detachments quickly seized two 
Palestinian cities: Nablus in the centre ofthe country, and Gaza in 
the south-west. When Gaza, which lies on the edge of Sinai, was 
overrun in that tragic spring of 1260, it seemed that not even 
Egypt would escape devastation. Even before his Syrian campaign 
had ended, Hiilegi.i dispatched an ambassador to Cairo to demand 
the unconditional surrender ofthe land of the Nile. The emissary 
was received, spoke his piece, and was then beheaded. The Mam- 
luks were not joking. Their methods bore no resemblance to 
those of Saladin. These sultan-slaves, who had now been ruling 
for ten years, reflected the hardening, the intransigence, of an 
Arab world now under attack from all directions. They fought 
with all the means at their disposal. No scruples, no magnani- 
mous gestures, no compromises. But with courage and to great 
effect. 

All eyes were now turned in their direction, for they represent- 
ed the last hope of stemming the advance of the invader. For 


334 of 405 


The Crusades Through Arab Eyes (Saqi Essentials) 


twelve months, power in Cairo had been in the hands of an offi- 
cer of Turkish origin named Qutuz. Shajar al-Durr and her hus- 
band Aybeg had governed together for seven years, but had finally 
killed each other. There have been many conflicting versions of 
the end of their rule. The one favoured by popular story-tellers is 
a mix of love and jealousy spiced with political ambition. The sul- 
tana, it says, was bathing her husband, as was her custom. Taking 
advantage of this moment of detente and intimacy, she scolded 
the sultan for having taken a pretty 14-year-old girl slave as his 
concubine. ‘Do I no longer please you?’ she murmured, to soften 
his heart. But Aybeg answered sharply: ‘She is young, while you 
are not. Shajar al-Durr trembled with rage at these words. She 
rubbed soap in her husband's eyes, while whispering conciliatory 
words to allay any suspicion, and then suddenly seized a dagger 
and stabbed him in the side. Aybeg collapsed. The sultana re- 
mained immobile for some moments, as if paralysed. Then, head- 
ing for the door, she summoned several faithful slaves, who she 
thought would dispose of the body for her. But to her misfortune, 
one of Aybeg's sons, who was fifteen at the time, noticed that the 
bath-water flowing through the outside drain was red. He ran 
into the room and saw Shajar al-Durr standing half-naked near 
the door, still holding a bloodstained dagger. She fled through the 
corridors of the palace, pursued by her stepson, who alerted the 
guards. Just as they caught up with her, the sultana stumbled and 
fell, crashing her head violently against a marble slab. By the time 
they reached her, she was dead. 

However highly romanticized, this version is of genuine histori- 
cal interest inasmuch as it is in all probability a faithful reflection 
of what was being said in the streets of Cairo in April 1257, just 
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after the tragedy. 

However that may be, after the death of the two sovereigns, Ay- 
beg's young son succeeded to the throne. But not for long. As the 
Mongol threat took shape, the commanders of the Egyptian army 
realized that an adolescent would be unable to lead the decisive 
battle now looming. In December 1259, as Hiilegil's hordes began 
to roll across Syria, a coup d'etat brought Qutuz to power. He was 
a mature, energetic man who talked in terms of holy war and 
called for a general mobilization against the invader, the enemy of 
Islam. 

With hindsight, the new coup in Cairo could be said to repre- 
sent a genuine patriotic upheaval. The country was immediately 
placed on a war footing. In July 1260 a powerful Egyptian army 
moved into Palestine to confront the enemy. 

Qutuz was aware that the Mongol army had lost the core of its 
fighters when Mongke, Supreme Khan of the Mongols, died and 
his brother Hiilegil had to retreat with his army to join in the in- 
evitable succession struggle. The grandson of Genghis Khan had 
left Syria soon after the fall of Damascus, leaving only a few thou- 
sand horsemen in the country, under the command of his lieu- 
tenant Kitbuga. 

Sultan Qutuz knew that if the invader was to be dealt a decisive 
blow, it was now or never. The Egyptian army thus began by as- 
saulting the Mongol garrison at Gaza. Taken by surprise, the in- 
vaders barely resisted. The Mamluks next advanced on Acre, not 
unaware that the Franj of Palestine had been more reticent than 
those of Antioch towards the Mongols. Admittedly, some of their 
barons still rejoiced in the defeats suffered by Islam, but most 
were frightened by the brutality of the Asian conquerors. When 
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Qutuz proposed an alliance, their response was not wholly nega- 
tive: although not prepared to take part in the fighting, they 
would not object to the passage of the Egyptian army through 
their territory, and they would not obstruct supplies. The sultan 
was thus able to advance towards the interior of Palestine, and 
even towards Damascus, without having to protect his rear. 

Kitbuga was preparing to march out to meet them when a pop- 
ular insurrection erupted in Damascus. The Muslims of the city, 
enraged by the exactions of the invaders and encouraged by the 
departure of Hiilegil, built barricades in the streets and set fire to 
those churches that had been spared by the Mongols. It took Kit- 
buga several days to reestablish order, and this enabled Qutuz to 
consolidate his positions in Galilee. The two armies met near the 
village of ‘Ayn Jaliit (Fountain of Goliath’) on 3 September 1260. 
Qutuz had had time to conceal most of his troops, leaving the 
battlefield to no more than a vanguard under the command of his 
most brilliant officer, Baybars. Kitbuga arrived in a rush and, ap- 
parently ill-informed, fell into the trap. He launched a full-scale 
assault. Baybars retreated, but as the Mongol gave chase he sud- 
denly found himself surrounded by Egyptian forces more numer- 
ous than his own. 

The Mongol cavalry was exterminated in a few hours. Kitbuga 
himself was captured and beheaded forthwith. 

On the night of 8 September the Mamluk horsemen rode jubi- 
lantly into Damascus, where they were greeted as liberators. 
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14 


God Grant That They Never Set Foot There 
Again! 


Although less spectacular and displaying less military inventive- 
ness than I:linin, ‘Ayn Jahit was nevertheless one of history's 
most decisive battles. It enabled the Muslims not only to escape 
annihilation, but also to reconquer all the territory the Mongols 
had taken from them. The descendants of Hiilegi.i, now settled in 
Persia, soon converted to Islam themselves, the better to consoli- 
date their authority. 

In the short term, the Mamluk upheaval led to a settling of ac- 
counts with all those who had supported the invader. The alarm 
had been sounded. Henceforth there would be no more aid and 
comfort to the enemy, whether Franj or Tartar. 

After retaking Aleppo in October 1260 and easily repelling a 
counter-offensive by Hiilegi.i, the Mamluks planned to organize a 
sequence of punitive raids against Bohemond of Antioch and Het- 
houm of Armenia, the principal allies of the Mongols. But a pow- 
er struggle erupted within the Egyptian army. Baybars wanted to 
establish himself as a semi-independent ruler in Aleppo; fearing 
his lieutenant's ambitions, Qutuz refused. He wanted no part ofa 
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rival regime in Syria. To nip the conflict in the bud, the sultan as- 
sembled his army, Baybars included, and set out to return to 
Egypt. When he was three days’ march from Cairo, he gave his 
soldiers a day of rest. It was 23 October, and he decided to spend 
the day at his favourite sport, hare hunting, along with the chief 
officers of his army. He was careful to make sure that Baybars 
came too, for fear that he might otherwise take advantage of the 
sultan's absence to foment a rebellion. The small party left camp 
at first light. Two hours later, they stopped for a brief rest. An 
emir approached Qutuz and took his hand as if to kiss it. At that 
moment, Baybars drew his sword and sunk it into the sultan's 
back. The two conspirators then leapt on their mounts and rode 
back to camp at full gallop. They sought out the emir Aqfay, an 
elderly officer universally respected in the army, and told him: 
‘We have killed Quruz.’ Agfay, who did not seem particularly up- 
set by the news, asked, 'Which of you killed him?’ Baybars did 
not hesitate: I did’, he said. The old Mamluk then approached 
him, invited him into the sultan's tent, and bowed before him to 
pay him homage. Before long the entire army acclaimed the new 
sultan. 

The ingratitude displayed toward the victor of ‘Ayn Jal'ut less 
than two months after his brilliant exploit does not speak well for 
the Mamluks. In extenuation of the officer-slaves' conduct, how- 
ever, it should be added that most of them had long considered 
Baybars their real chief. Had he not been the first to strike the 
Ayyubid Turan-Shah back in 1250, thus announcing the Mamluks’ 
determination to assume power? Had he not played a decisive 
role in the victory over the Mongols? Indeed, his political perspi- 
cacity, military skill, and extraordinary physical courage had 
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earned Baybars a position of primacy among them. 

Born in 1223, the new Mamluk sultan had begun life as a slave 
in Syria. His first master, the Ayyubid emir of Hama, had sold him 
because of some superstition, for he was unnerved by Baybars's 
appearance. The young slave was very dark, a giant of a man, with 
a husky voice, light blue eyes, and a large white spot in his right 
eye. The future sultan was purchased by a Mamluk officer who as- 
signed him to Ayyub’s bodyguard. There his personal qualities, 
and above all his complete absence of scruples, rapidly brought 
him to the top ofthe hierarchy. 

At the end of October 1260 Baybars rode victoriously into 
Cairo, where his authority was recognized without opposition. In 
the Syrian cities, by contrast, other Mamluk officers took advan- 
tage of the death of Quiuz to proclaim their independence. In a 
lightning campaign, the sultan seized Damascus and Aleppo, thus 
reuniting the old Ayyubid domain under his authority. This 
bloody-minded and untutored officer turned out to be a great 
statesman, the architect of a genuine renaissance of the Arab 
world. Under his reign, Egypt, and to a lesser extent Syria, again 
became centres of great cultural and artistic brilliance. The Bay- 
bars who devoted his life to destroying any Frankish fortress ca- 
pable of standing against him also proved to be a great builder, 
embellishing Cairo and constructing roads and bridges through- 
out his domain. He also reestablished a postal service, run with 
carrier-pigeons and chargers, that was even more efficient than 
those of Mir al-Din and Saladin. His government was severe, 
sometimes brutal, but also enlightened, and not in the least arbi- 
trary. From the moment of his accession to power, he took a firm 
attitude toward the Franj, determined to reduce their influence. 
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But he differentiated between those of Acre, whom he wanted 
merely to weaken, and those of Antioch, who were guilty of hav- 
ing made common cause with the Mongol invaders. 

Towards the end of 1261 he planned to organize a punitive ex- 
pedition against the lands of Prince Bohemond and the Armenian 
King Hethoum. But he clashed instead with the Tartars. Although 
Hiilegii was no longer capable of invading Syria, he still com- 
manded sufficient forces in Persia to prevent the punishment of 
his allies. Baybars wisely decided to wait for a better opportunity. 

It came in 1265, when Hiilegii died. Baybars then took advan- 
tage of divisions among the Mongols to invade Galilee, reducing 
several strongholds, with the complicity of part of the local Chris- 
tian population. He then turned sharply north and moved into 
Hethoum’s territory, destroying all the cities one by one, in par- 
ticular Hethoum'’s capital, Sis, a large part of whose population he 
killed, apart from carrying off more than forty thousand captives. 
The Armenian kingdom would never rise again. In the spring of 
1268 Baybars launched a new campaign. He began by attacking 
the environs of Acre, seized Beaufort Castle, and then, taking his 
army north, arrived at the walls of Tripoli on the first of May. 
There he found the ruler of the city, none other than Bohemond, 
who was also prince of Antioch. The latter, well aware of the sul- 
tan's resentment against him, prepared for a long siege. But Bay- 
bars had other plans. Some days later he set out northward, arriv- 
ing at Antioch on 14 May. The greatest of the Frankish cities, 
which had held out against all Muslim sovereigns for the past 170 
years, now resisted for a mere four days. On the night of 18 May a 
breach was opened in the city walls not far from the citadel, and 
Baybars's troops spread through the streets. This conquest bore 
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little resemblance to those of Saladin. The entire population was 
massacred or sold into slavery, the city itself ravaged. Previously a 
prestigious metropolis, it was reduced to the status of a desolate 
village, sprinkled with ruins that time would shroud in grass. 

Bohemond learned of the fall of his city from a memorable let- 
ter sent to him by Baybars, though it was actually written by the 
sultan's official chronicler, the Egyptian Ibn ‘Abd-al-Zahir: 


To the noble and valorous knight Bohemond, prince be- 
come a mere count by dint ofthe seizure of Antioch. 


The sarcasm did not stop there: 


When we left you in Tripoli, we headed immediately for 
Antioch, where we arrived on the first day of the venerated 
month of Ramacjan. As soon as we arrived, your troops came 
out to join the battle against us, but they were vanquished, 
for although they supported one another, they lacked the 
support of God. Be glad that you have not seen your knights 
lying prostrate under the hooves of horses, your palaces 
plundered, your ladies sold in the quarters of the city, fetch- 
ing a mere dinar apiece-a dinar taken, moreover, from your 
own hoard! 


After a long description, in which no detail was spared, the sul- 
tan concluded thus: 


This letter will gladden your heart by informing you that 
God has granted you the boon of leaving you safe and sound 
and prolonging your life, for you were not in Antioch. Had 
you been there, you would now be dead, wounded or taken 
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prisoner. But perhaps God has spared you only that you 
might submit and give proof of obedience. 


As a reasonable-and now powerless-man, Bohemond an- 
swered by proposing a truce. Baybars accepted. He knew that the 
terrified count no longer represented any real danger, any more 
than Hethoum, whose kingdom had been virtually wiped off the 
map. As for the Franj of Palestine, they too were only too happy 
to obtain a respite. The sultan sent his chronicler Ibn ‘Abd-al- 
Zahir to Acre to seal an accord with them. 


Their king sought to temporize to obtain the best possible 
conditions, but I was inflexible, in accordance with the direc- 
tives of the sultan. Irritated, the king of the Franj said to the 
interpreter: "Tell him to look behind him.’ I turned around 
and saw the entire army of the Franj, in combat formation. 
The interpreter added, ‘The king reminds you not to forget 
the existence of this multitude of soldiers.’ When I did not 
answer, the king insisted that the interpreter ask for my re- 
sponse. I then asked, ‘Can I be assured that my life will be 
spared if I say what I think?’ ‘Yes. ‘Well then, tell the king 
that there are fewer soldiers in his army than there are 
Frankish captives in the prisons of Cairo.’ The king nearly 
choked, then he brought the interview to a close; but he re- 
ceived us a short time later and concluded the truce. 


Baybars was by this time no longer concerned about the Frank- 
ish knights. He was well aware that the inevitable reaction to his 
seizure of Antioch would come not from them, but from their 
masters, the kings of the West. 
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Before the end of the year 1268 persistent rumours were al- 
ready circulating promising the early return to the East of the 
king of France, at the head of a powerful army. The sultan fre- 
quently interrogated travellers and merchants on this point. Dur- 
ing the summer of 1270 a message reached Cairo saying that 
Louis had disembarked on the beach at Carthage, near Tunis, 
with six thousand men. Without a moment's hesitation, Baybars 
assembled the principal Mamluk emirs to announce his intention 
ofleading a powerful army to the far-off province of Africa to help 
the Muslims repel this new Frankish invasion. But a few weeks 
later another messenger arrived seeking the sultan. He had been 
sent by al-Mustan ir, the emir of Tunis, to announce that the king 
of France had been found dead in his camp and that his army had 
departed, although a large part had been decimated by war and 
disease. With this danger removed, Baybars decided to launch a 
fresh offensive against the Franj of the Orient. In March 1271 he 
seized the redoubtable Hisn al-Akrad, Crac des Chevaliers, which 
Saladin himself had never succeeded in reducing. 

During the years that followed, both the Franj and the Mongols 
-especially the latter, now led by Abaqa, the son and successor 
of Hillegil-organized a number of incursions into Syria. But they 
were invariably repelled. By the time Baybars died (he was poi- 
soned in 1277), Frankish possessions in the Orient had been 
whittled down to a string of coastal cities completely surrounded 
by the Mamluk empire. Their powerful network of fortresses had 
been dismantled. The reprieve they had enjoyed during the years 
of the Ayyubids was at an end. Their expulsion was now in- 
eluctable. 

Nevertheless, there was no hurry. In 1283 the truce conceded 
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by Baybars was renegotiated by Qalawun, the new Mamluk sul- 
tan. The latter manifested no great hostility to the Franj. He stat- 
ed that he was prepared to guarantee their presence and security 
in the Orient provided they would cease acting as the auxiliaries 
of the enemies of Islam on the occasion of each new invasion. The 
text of the treaty he proposed to the Kingdom of Acre was a 
unique attempt on the part of this clever and enlightened admin- 
istrator to ‘regularize the position ofthe Franj. 


If a Frankish king sets out from the West, the text reads, to 
attack the lands of the sultan or of his son, the regent of the 
kingdom and the grand masters of Acre shall be obligated to 
inform the sultan of their action two months before their ar- 
rival. If the said king disembarks in the Orient after these 
two months have elapsed, the regent of the kingdom and the 
srand masters of Acre will be discharged of all responsibility 
in the affair. 

If an enemy comes from among the Mongols, or elsewhere, 
whichever of the two parties first learns of it must alert the 
other. If-may God forbid!-such an enemy marches against 
Syria and the troops of the sultan withdraw before him, then 
the leaders of Acre shall have the right to enter into talks 
with this enemy with the aim of saving their subjects and ter- 
ritories. 


Signed in May 1283 for ten years, ten months, ten d, ys, and ten 
hours, the truce covered all the Frankish lands of the littoral, that is, the 
city of Acre with all its orchards, lands, mills, vineyards, and the seventy- 
three villages dependent upon it; the city of Haifa, with its vineyards, or- 
chards, and the seven villages attached to it ... As for Saida, the chateau 
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and the city, the vineyards and the suburbs belong to the Franj, as do the 

fifteen villages attached to it, along with the surrounding plain, its rivers, 
brooks, water sources, orchards, and mills, its canals and the dikes that 
have long served to irrigate its lands. If the enumeration was long and 
detailed, it was in order to avoid any subsequent quarrel. The en- 
tirety of this Frankish territory nevertheless seems derisory: a 
narrow tapered coastal strip bearing no resemblance to the for- 
midable regional power the Franj once constituted. It is true that 
the places mentioned in the treaty did not exhaust the Frankish 
possessions. Tyre, which had broken away from the Kingdom of 
Acre, concluded a separate accord with Qalawiin. Further north, 
cities like Tripoli and Latakia were excluded from the truce. 

So was the fortress of Marqab, held by the order of Hospi- 
tallers, or al-osbitar, as the Arabs called them. These monk- 
knights had supported the Mongols wholeheartedly, going so far 
as to fight alongside them during a fresh attempted invasion in 
1281. Qalawfm therefore decided to make them pay. In the spring 
of 1285, Ibn ‘Abd-al-Zahir tells us, the sultan prepared siege machinery 
in Damascus. He had great quantities of arrows and all varieties of arms 
sentfrom Egypt, and distributed them to the emirs. He also had iron projec- 
tiles prepared, and flame-throwing tubes the like of which existed only in 
the makhazin (‘magazines’) and dar al-$ina' a (‘the sultan's arsenal’). Ex- 
pert pyrotechnicians were drafted, and Marqab was surrounded by a belt of 
catapults, three of the ‘Frankish’ type and four of the Devil’ type. By 25 
May the wings of the fortress were so deeply undermined that the defenders 
capitulated. Qalawun gave them permission to leave for Tripoli alive, with 
their personal effects. 

Once again the allies of the Mongols had been punished with- 
out the latter's being able to intervene on their behalf. Even had 
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they wanted to react, the five weeks that the siege lasted would 
not have sufficed for them to organize an expedition from Persia. 
Nevertheless, in that year of 1285, the Tartars were more deter- 
mined than ever to renew their offensive against the Muslims. 
Their new chief, the 11-Khan Arghiin, grandson of Hillegii, had 
resurrected the most cherished dream of his predecessors: to 
form an alliance with the Occidentals and thus to trap the Mam- 
luk sultanate in a pincer movement. Regular contacts were estab- 
lished between Tabriz and Rome with a view to organizing a joint 
expedition, or at least a concerted one. In 1289 Qalawiin sensed 
that the danger was imminent, but his agents had not managed to 
provide him with detailed information. In particular, they were 
unaware that a meticulous campaign, conceived by Arghiin, had 
just been proposed, in writing, to the pope and the major kings of 
the West. One of these letters, addressed to the French sovereign, 
Philip IV, has been preserved. In it the Mongol chief proposes to 
launch the invasion of Syria during the first week of January 
1291. He predicts that Damascus will fall by mid-February and 
that Jerusalem will be taken shortly afterwards. 

Without actually guessing what was afoot, Qalawiin was in- 
creasingly uneasy. He feared that invaders from either East or 
West would be able to use the Frankish cities of Syria as a beach- 
head to facilitate their penetration of the sultanate. But although 
he was now convinced that the presence ofthe Franj was a perma- 
nent threat to the security of the Muslim world, he refused to as- 
similate the people of Acre to those of the northern half of Syria, 
who had proven themselves openly favourable to the Mongol in- 
vader. In any event, as a man of honour, the sultan could not at- 
tack Acre, which would be under the protection of the peace 
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treaty for another five years, so he decided to go after Tripoli. It 
was at the walls of that city, conquered one hundred and eighty 
years before by the son of Saint-Gilles, that his powerful army 
gathered in March 1289. 

Among the tens of thousands of combatants of the Muslim 
army was Abul-Fida, a young emir of sixteen. A scion of the 
Ayyubid dynasty, now a vassal of the Mamluks, he would several 
years later become the ruler of the small city of Hama, where he 
would devote most of his time to reading and writing. The work 
of this historian, who was also a geographer and a poet, is of in- 
terest primarily for the account it affords us of the last years of 
the Frankish presence in the Middle East. Abu'l-Fida’ was 
present, sword in hand and with an attentive eye, on all the main 
fields of battle. 


The city of Tripoli, he observes, is surrounded by the sea and 
can be attacked by land only along the eastern side, through 
a narrow passage. After laying the siege, the sultan lined up a 
great number of catapults of all sizes opposite the city, and 
imposed a strict blockade. 


After more than a month of fighting, the city fell to Qalawiin 
on 27 April. 


The Muslim troops penetrated the city by force, adds Abu'l- 
Fida’, who does not seek to mask the truth. The population fell 
back to the port. There, some of them escaped onto ships, 
but the majority of the men were massacred, the women and 
children captured; the Muslims amassed immense booty. 
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When the invaders finished their killing and rampaging, the 
sultan ordered the city demolished; it was razed. 


A short distance from Tripoli, in the Mediterranean Sea, 
there was a small island, with a church. When the city was 
taken, many Franj took refuge there with their families. But 
the Muslim troops took to the sea, swam across to the is- 
land, massacred all the men who had taken refuge there, and 
carried off the women and children with the booty. I myself 
rode out to the island on a boat after the carnage, but was 
unable to stay, so strong was the stench ofthe corpses. 


The young Ayyubid, imbued with the grandeur and magnanimi- 
ty of his ancestors, could not but be shocked by these futile mas- 
sacres. But as he well knew, times had changed. 

Curiously, the expulsion ofthe Franj occurred in an atmosphere 
reminiscent of that which had prevailed at the time of their ar- 
rival nearly two centuries earlier. The massacres in Antioch in 
1268 seemed to mirror those of 1098, and in centuries to come, 
Arab historians would present the merciless destruction of Tripoli 
as a belated riposte to the destruction ofthe city of the Banu ‘Am- 
mar in 1109. But it was only during the battle of Acre, the last 
great confrontation of the Frankish wars, that revenge became the 
central theme of Mamluk propaganda. 

Just after his victory, Qalawun was harassed by his officers. It 
was now clear, they argued, that no Frankish city could hold out 
against the Mamluk army; it was therefore necessary to go on the 
offensive immediately, without allowing the West, alarmed as it 
was by the fall of Tripoli, the time to organize any new expedition 
to Syria. Had the time not come to put an end, once and for all, to 
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what remained of the Frankish kingdom? But Qalawiin refused. 
He had signed a truce, and he would never betray his oath. In that 
case, his entourage insisted, could he not ask the doctors of law 
to declare the treaty with Acre null and void? That procedure had 
been adopted by the Franj often enough in the past. The sultan 
refused. He reminded his emirs that under the terms of the ac- 
cord signed in 1283 he had sworn not to resort to juridical con- 
sultation to break the truce. No, Qalawiin decided, he would 
seize all the Frankish territories not protected by the treaty, but 
nothing more. He sent emissaries to Acre to reassure the last of 
the Frankish kings-Henry, ‘sovereign of Cyprus and 
Jerusalem’-that he would respect his commitments. Indeed, he 
even decided to renew the truce for another ten years from July 
1289, and he encouraged the Muslims to make use of Acre in 
their commercial exchanges with the West. In the coming 
months, the Palestinian port became the scene of intense activity. 
Damascene merchants flocked there by the hundreds, renting 
rooms in the inns near the souks and engaging in profitable trans- 
actions with the Venetian traders or the rich Templars, who had 
now become the principal bankers of Syria. Moreover, thousands 
of Arab peasants, especially from Galilee, converged on the Frank- 
ish metropolis to market their harvests. The consequent prosperi- 
ty benefited all the states of the region, the Mamluks most ofall. 
Since the channels of trade with the East had been interrupted for 
many years by the Mongol presence, the shortfall could be made 
up only through an expansion of Mediterranean trade. 

The most realistic of the Frankish leaders believed that the new 
role of their capital as the great exchange-counter linking two 
worlds held out an unexpected chance of survival in a region in 
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which they could no longer hope to play a leading role. This view, 
however, was not unanimous. There were those who still sought 
to mobilize a religious fervour in the West powerful enough to or- 
ganize fresh military expeditions against the Muslims. Just after 
the fall of Tripoli, King Henry sent messengers to Rome asking 
for reinforcements. So effective were his appeals that in mid-sum- 
mer 1290 an impressive fleet sailed into the port of Acre, dis- 
charging thousands of fanatical Frankish fighters into the city. 
The inhabitants deeply mistrusted these new Occidentals, who 
staggered about drunkenly, looked like plunderers, and seemed to 
obey no commander. 

Incidents began within the first few hours. Merchants from 
Damascus were assaulted in the street, robbed, and left for dead. 
The authorities made some attempts to restore order, but the sit- 
uation deteriorated towards the end of August. After a banquet 
with alcohol galore, the new arrivals fanned out through the 
streets. They hunted down and mercilessly slaughtered every 
bearded man they could find. Many Arabs perished: peaceable 
merchants and peasants, Christians and Muslims alike. The oth- 
ers fled, to spread the word about what had happened. 

Qalawiin was enraged. Was it for this that he had renewed the 
truce with the Franj? His emirs pressed him to take immediate ac- 
tion. But as a responsible statesman he could not allow himself to 
be carried away by anger. He dispatched an embassy to Acre to 
ask for an explanation and above all to demand that the murder- 
ers be handed over for punishment. The Franj were divided. A mi- 
nority recommended acceptance of the sultan’s conditions in or- 
der to avert a new war. The others refused, going so far as to tell 
Qalawiin's emissaries that the Muslim merchants were them- 
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selves responsible for the killing, one of them having tried to se- 
duce a Frankish woman. 


Qalawun hesitated no longer. He assembled his emirs and an- 
nounced his decision to put an end once and for all to the Frank- 
ish occupation that had dragged on for so long. Preparations be- 
gan immediately. Vassals were convoked from the four corners of 
the sultanate to take part in this final battle of the holy war. 

Before the army left Cairo, Qalawun swore on the Koran that 
he would not lay down his arms until the last Franj had been ex- 
pelled. The oath was especially impressive since by that time 
Qalawun was a somewhat feeble old man. Although his exact age 
was unknown, he seemed to be well past seventy. The impressive 
Mamluk army set out on 4 November 1290. The sultan fell ill the 
very next day. He summoned his emirs to his bedside, had them 
swear Obedience to his son Khalil, and asked the latter to pledge 
himself, just as Qalawun had done, to carry the campaign against 
the Franj through to the very end. Qalawun died less than a week 
later, venerated by his subjects as a great sovereign. 

The death of the sultan postponed the final offensive against 
the Franj by just a few months. In March 1291 Khalil led his army 
into Palestine. At the beginning of May large numbers of Syrian 
contingents joined him in the plain ringing Acre. Abu'l-Fida’, who 
was then just eighteen, took part in the battle along with his fa- 
ther and was even entrusted with some responsibility: he was 
placed in command of a formidable catapult, nicknamed ‘the Vic- 
torious, so large that it had to be dismantled and transported in 
pieces from l:lin al-Akrad to the environs ofthe Frankish city. 


The carts were so heavy that the trip took us more than a 
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month, although in normal times eight days would have suf- 
ficed. By the time we arrived, nearly all the oxen drawing the 
carts had died from exhaustion and exposure. 

The battle was joined immediately. We men of Hama were 
stationed, as usual, on the far right flank of the army. We 
were alongside the sea, and from our positions we attacked 
Frankish boats topped by wooden-covered turrets lined with 
buffalo hide, from which the enemy fired at us with bows 
and crossbows. We thus had to fight on two fronts, against 
the army of Acre opposite us and against their fleet. We suf- 
fered heavy losses when a Frankish vessel transporting a cat- 
apult began to hurl chunks of rock at our tents. But one 
night, there were violent winds. The vessel began to pitch 
back and forth, rocked so violently by the waves that the cat- 
apult broke into pieces. Another night, a group of Franj made 
an unexpected sortie and advanced as far as our camp. But in 
the darkness some of them tripped on the tent cords; one 
knight fell into the latrine ditches and was killed. Our troops 
recovered and attacked the Franj from all sides, forcing them 
to withdraw to the city after leaving a number of dead on the 
field. The next morning my cousin al-Malik al-Muiaffar, lord 
of Hama, had the heads of some dead Franj attached to the 
necks of the horses we had captured and presented them to 
the sultan. 


On Friday 17 June 1291 the Muslim army, now enjoying over- 
whelming military superiority, finally penetrated the besieged 
city. King Henry and most of the notables hastily sailed off to take 
refuge in Cyprus. The other Franj were all captured and killed. 
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The city was razed. 

The city of Acre had been reconquered, Abu'l-Fida’ explains, at 
noon on the seventeenth day of the second month ofJumada in 
the year of the Hegira 690. It was on precisely this day, and at this 
hour, that the Franj had taken Acre from Saladin in the year of the 
Hegira 587, capturing and then massacring all the Muslims in the 
city. A curious coincidence, is it not? 

The coincidence is no less astonishing by the Christian calen- 
dar, for the victory of the Franj at Acre had occurred in 1191, a 
hundred years, almost to the day, before their ultimate defeat. 


After the conquest of Acre, Abu'l-Fida' continues, God struck 
fear into the hearts of those Franj still remaining on the Syri- 
an coast. Thus did they precipitately evacuate Saida, Beirut, 
Tyre, and all the other towns. The sultan therefore had the 
good fortune, shared by none other, of easily conquering all 
those strongholds, which he immediately had dismantled. 


Indeed, in the heat of his triumph, Khalil decided to destroy 
any fortress, along the entire length of the coast, that might be 
used by the Franj ifthey ever sought to return to the Orient. 


With these conquests, Abul-Fida’ concludes, all the lands of 
the coast were fully returned to the Muslims, a result un- 
dreamed of. Thus were the Franj, who had once nearly con- 
quered Damascus, Egypt, and many other lands, expelled 
from all of Syria and the coastal zones. God grant that they 
never set foot there again! 
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Epilogue 


The Arab world had seemingly won a stunning victory. If the 
West had sought, through its successive invasions, to contain the 
thrust of Islam, the result was exactly the opposite. Not only were 
the Frankish states of the Middle East uprooted after two cen- 
turies of colonization, but the Muslims had so completely gained 
the upper hand that before long, under the banner of the Ot- 
toman Turks, they would seek to conquer Europe itself. In 1453 
they took Constantinople. By 1529 their cavalry was encamped at 
the walls of Vienna. 

Appearances are deceptive. With historical hindsight, a more 
contradictory observation must be made. At the time of the Cru- 
sades, the Arab world, from Spain to Iraq, was still the intellectu- 
al and material repository of the planet's most advanced civiliza- 
tion. Afterwards, the centre of world history shifted decisively to 
the West. Is there a cause-and-effect relationship here? Can we go 
so far as to claim that the Crusades marked the beginning of the 
rise of Western Europe-which would gradually come to domi- 
nate the world-and sounded the death knell of Arab civilization? 

Although not completely false, such an assessment requires 
some modification. During the years prior to the Crusades, the 
Arabs suffered from certain ‘weaknesses’ that the Frankish pres- 
ence exposed, perhaps aggravated, but by no means created. 
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The people of the Prophet had lost control of their own destiny 
as early as the ninth century. Their leaders were practically all for- 
eigners. Of the multitude of personalities who parade before us 
during the two centuries of Frankish occupation, which ones were 
Arabs? The chroniclers, the qatlfs, a few local petty kings (such as 
Ibn %mmar' and Ibn Mungidh) and the impotent caliphs. But the 
real holders of power, and even the major heroes of the struggle 
against the Franj-Zang, Nur al-Din, Qutuz, Baybars, Qalawun- 
were Turks; al-Afclal was Armenian; Shi:rkuh, Saladin, and al- 
Kamil were Kurds. Granted, most of these men of state were “ra- 
bized’, both culturally and emotionally. But let us not forget that 
in 1134 the sultan Mas'ud had to use an interpreter in his discus- 
sions with the caliph al-Mustarshid; eighty years after his clan's 
capture of Baghdad, the Seljuk still could not speak a word of Ara- 
bic. Even more serious, considerable numbers of warriors of the 
steppes, lacking any connection with Arab or Mediterranean civi- 
lizations, were regularly incorporated into the ruling military 
caste. Dominated, oppressed, and derided, aliens in their own 
land, the Arabs were unable to continue to cultivate the cultural 
blossoms that had begun to flower in the seventh century. By the 
epoch of the arrival of the Franj, they were already marking time, 
content to live on their past glories. Although in most domains 
they were clearly more advanced than these new invaders, their 
decline had already begun. 

The second ‘weakness’ of the Arabs, not unrelated to the first, 
was their inability to build stable institutions. The Franj succeed- 
ed in creating genuine state structures as soon as they arrived in 
the Middle East. In Jerusalem rulers generally succeeded one an- 
other without serious clashes; a council of the kingdom exercised 
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effective control over the policy of the monarch, and the clergy 
had a recognized role in the workings of power. Nothing of the 
sort existed in the Muslim states. Every monarchy was threatened 
by the death ofits monarch, and every transmission of power pro- 
voked civil war. Does full responsibility for this lie with the suc- 
cessive invasions, which constantly imperilled the very existence 
of these states? Perhaps the nomadic origins of the peoples who 
ruled this region are to blame, be they the Arabs themselves, the 
Turks, or the Mongols? Such a complex question cannot be dealt 
with in this brief epilogue. But let us at least note that in the 
Arab world the question is still on the agenda, in scarcely altered 
terms, in the latter part ofthe twentieth century. 

The absence of stable and recognized institutions had in- 
evitable consequences for the rights of the people. At the time of 
the Crusades, the power of Western monarchs was governed by 
principles that were not easily transgressed. During one of his vis- 
its to the Kingdom of Jerusalem, Usamah remarked that ‘when 
the knights render ajudgement, it cannot be modified or annulled 
by the king.’ Even more significant is the following testimony 
from Ibn Jubayr about the last days of his journey in the Middle 
East. 


Upon leaving Tibnin (near Tyre), we passed through an 
unbroken skein of farms and villages whose lands were effi- 
ciently cultivated. The inhabitants were all Muslims, but they 
live in comfort with the Franj-may God preserve us from 
temptation! Their dwellings belong to them and all their 
property is unmolested. All the regions controlled by the 
Franj in Syria are subject to this same system: the landed do- 
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mains, villages, and farms have remained in the hands of the 
Muslims. Now, doubt invests the heart of a great number of 
these men when they compare their lot to that of their broth- 
ers living in Muslim territory. Indeed, the latter suffer from 
the injustice of their coreligionists, whereas the Franj act 
with equity. 


Ibn Jubayr had every reason to be concerned, for along the 
roads of what is now southern Lebanon he had just made a dis- 
covery of vital import: although there were certain features of 
Franj justice that could well be called ‘barbaric, as Usamah had 
emphasized, their society had the advantage of being a ‘distribu- 
tor of rights’. The notion of the ‘citizen’ did not yet exist, of 
course, but the feudal landowners, the knights, the clergy, the 
university, the bourgeoisie, and even the ‘infidel’ peasants all had 
well-established rights. In the Arab East, the judicial procedures 
were more rational, but the arbitrary power of the prince was un- 
bounded. The development of merchant towns, like the evolution 
ofideas, could only be retarded as a result. 

In fact, Ibn Jubayr's reaction merits even more attentive exami- 
nation. Although he had the honesty to recognize positive quali- 
ties among the ‘accursed enemy’, he went on to indulge in pure 
imprecations, for he believed that the equity and sound adminis- 
tration of the Franj constituted a mortal danger to the Muslims. 
Indeed, might not the latter turn their backs on their own co- 
religionists-and on their religion-if they discovered well-being 
in Frankish society? However understandable it may be, the atti- 
tude of the renowned traveller is none the less symptomatic ofa 
malady from which his congeners suffered: throughout the Cru- 
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sades, the Arabs refused to open their own society to ideas from 
the West. And this, in all likelihood, was the most disastrous ef- 
fect of the aggression of which they were the victims. For an in- 
vader, it makes sense to learn the language of the conquered peo- 
ple; for the latter, to learn the language of the conqueror seems a 
surrender of principle, even a betrayal. And in fact, many Franj 
learned Arabic, whereas the inhabitants of the country, with the 
exception of some Christians, remained impervious to the lan- 
guages of the Occidentals. 

Many such instances could be cited, for in all domains the Franj 
learned much in the Arab school, in Syria as in Spain and Sicily. 
What they learned from the Arabs was indispensable in their sub- 
sequent expansion. The heritage of Greek civilization was trans- 
mitted to Western Europe through Arab intermediaries, both 
translators and continuators. In medicine, astronomy, chemistry, 
geography, mathematics, and architecture, the Franj drew their 
knowledge from Arabic books, which they assimilated, imitated, 
and then surpassed. Many words bear testimony to this even to- 
day: zenith, nadir, azimuth, algebra, algorithm, or more simply, cipher. 
In the realm of industry, the Europeans first learned and then lat- 
er improved upon the processes used by the Arabs in paper-mak- 
ing, leather-working, textiles, and the distillation of alcohol and 
sugar-two more words borrowed from the Arabic language. Nor 
should we forget the extent to which European agriculture was 
enriched by contact with the Orient: apricots, aubergines, scal- 
lions, oranges, pasteque (the French name for watermelon): the 
list of words derived from Arabic is endless. 

Although the epoch of the Crusades ignited a genuine econom- 
ic and cultural revolution in Western Europe, in the Orient these 
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holy wars led to long centuries of decadence and obscurantism. 
Assaulted from all quarters, the Muslim world turned in on itself. 
It became over-sensitive, defensive, intolerant, sterile-attitudes 
that grew steadily worse as world-wide evolution, a process from 
which the Muslim world felt excluded, continued. Henceforth 
progress was the embodiment of ‘the other. Modernism became 
alien. Should cultural and religious identity be affirmed by reject- 
ing this modernism, which the West symbolized? Or, on the con- 
trary, should the road of modernization be embarked upon with 
resolution, thus risking loss of identity? Neither Iran, nor Turkey, 
nor the Arab world has ever succeeded in resolving this dilemma. 
Even today we can observe a lurching alternation between phases 
of forced Westernization and phases of extremist, strongly xeno- 
phobic traditionalism. 

The Arab world-simultaneously fascinated and terrified by 
these Franj, whom they encountered as barbarians and defeated, 
but who subsequently managed to dominate the earth-cannot 
bring itself to consider the Crusades a mere episode in the bygone 
past It is often surprising to discover the extent to which the atti- 
tude of the Arabs (and of Muslims in general) towards the West 
is still influenced, even today, by events that supposedly ended 
some seven centuries ago. 

Today, on the eve ofthe third millennium, the political and reli- 
gious leaders of the Arab world constantly refer to Saladin, to the 
fall of Jerusalem and its recapture. In the popular mind, and in 
some official discourse too, Israel is regarded as a new Crusader 
state. Of the three divisions of the Palestine Liberation Army, one 
bears the name I:littin and another ‘Ayn Jalut. In his days of glory, 
President Nasser was regularly compared to Saladin, who, like 
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him, had united Syria and Egypt-and even Yemen! The Arabs 
perceived the Suez expedition of 1956 as a Crusade by the French 
and the English, similar to that of 1191. 

It is true that there are disturbing resemblances. It is difficult 
not to think of President Sadat when we hear Sibt Ibn al-Jawzi 
speaking to the people of Damascus and denouncing the ‘betray- 
al' of al-Kamil, the ruler of Cairo, who dared to acknowledge ene- 
my sovereignty over the holy city. It is tempting to confound past 
and present when we read ofa struggle between Damascus and 
Jerusalem for control of the Golan Heights or the Bekaa Valley. It 
is hard not to daydream when we read Usamah’s reflections 
about the military superiority of the invaders. 

In a Muslim world under constant attack, it is impossible to 
prevent the emergence of a sense of persecution, which among 
certain fanatics takes the form ofa dangerous obsession. The Turk 
Mehmet Ali Agca, who tried to shoot the pope on 13 May 1981, 
had expressed himself in a letter in these terms: I have decided to 
kill John Paul I, supreme commander of the Crusades. Beyond this indi- 
vidual act, it seems clear that the Arab East still sees the West as 
a natural enemy. Against that enemy, any hostile action-be it po- 
litical, military, or based on oil-is considered no more than legit- 
imate vengeance. And there can be no doubt that the schism be- 
tween these two worlds dates from the Crusades, deeply felt by 
the Arabs, even today, as an act of rape. 
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Notes and Sources 


In two years of research on the Crusades, I have come across 
many works and authors who, whether through brief encounter 
or repeated consultation, have exerted some influence on my 
work. Although they all deserve to be cited, the point of view 
adopted in this work demands a selection. My assumption here is 
that the reader is seeking not an exhaustive bibliography of works 
about the Crusades, but references that would permit deeper 
study of 'the other side’. 

Three sorts of work will figure in these notes. First of all, of 
course, are the writings of the Arab historians and chroniclers 
who have bequeathed us their testimony of the Frankish inva- 
sions. I shall mention these chapter by chapter, in the order in 
which their names appear in my account, giving the references of 
the original works on which I generally relied, as well as the avail- 
able translations. But let me single out the excellent collection of 
texts edited and translated by the Italian orientalist Francesco 
Gabrieli and published in English under the title Arab Historians of 
the Crusades (London 1969). 

A second type of work deals with Arab and Muslim medieval 
history from the standpoint of relations with the West. Let me 
cite, in particular: 

E. Ashtor, A Social and Economic History of the Near East in the Mid- 
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dleAges, London 1976. 

P. Aziz, La Palestine des croises, Geneva 1977. 

C. Cahen, Les Peuples musulmans dans lhistoire medievale, Institut 
Frarn;:ais of Damascus, 1977. 

M. Hodgson, The Venture of Islam, Chicago 1974, in three vol- 
umes. 

R. Palm, Les Etendards du Prophete, Paris 1981. 

J J. Saunders, A History ofMedieval Islam, London 1965. 

J. Sauveget, Introduction a lhistoire de [Orient musulman, Paris 
LOGIE 

J. Schacht, The Legacy oflslam, Oxford 1974. 

E. Sivan, I:Islam et la croisade, Paris 1968. 

W. Montgomery Watt, The Influence of Islam on Medieval Europe, 
Edinburgh 1972. 

A third type of work concerns historical accounts of the Cru- 
sades, whether comprehensive or partial. It was obviously essen- 
tial to consult them in weaving the Arab testimony, which is in- 
evitably fragmentary, into a continuous account covering the two 
centuries of the Frankish invasions. I shall mention them more 
than once in these notes. Let me cite at the outset two classic 
works: Rene Grousset, Histoire des croisades et du royaume franc & 
Jerusalem, in three volumes, Paris 1934-36; Stephen Runciman, A 
History of the Crusades, also in three volumes, Cambridge 1951-54. 


Prologue 


Not all Arab historians agree in attributing the speech cited here 
to al-I:Iarawi. According to the Damascene chronicler Sibt Ibn al- 
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Jawzi (see chapter 12), it was indeed the qa who spoke these 
words. The historian Ibn al-Athir (see chapter 2) affirms that 
their author was the poet al-Abiwardi, who was apparently in- 
spired by the lamentations of al-L:Jarawi. In any case, there can be 
no doubt about the essence of the matter: the quoted words re- 
flect the message that the delegation led by the qd# sought to 
transmit to the caliph’'s court. 

Ibn Jubayr (1144-1217), who set out from Valencia in Muslim 
Spain, made his trip to the Orient between 1182 and 1185. His 
observations are recorded in his book, the original text of which 
was republished in Arabic in Beirut (Sader) in 1980. A French 
translation is available (Geuthner, Paris 1953-56). 

Ibn al-Qalanisi (1073-1160), who was born and died in Damas- 
cus, held various high-ranking administrative positions in the 
city. He wrote a chronicle entitled Dhayl Tarikh Dimashq (Supple- 
ment to the History of Damascus), the original text of which is 
available only in an edition published in 1908. An abridged 
French edition, entitled Damas de 1075 a 1154, was published in 
1952 by the Institut Frarn;:ais of Damascus and Editions Adrien- 
Maisonneuve of Paris. 


Chapter I 


‘That year’ in the quotation from Ibn al-Qalanisi is the year of the 
Hegira 490. Nearly all the Arab chroniclers and historians of the 
epoch employed the same method of exposition: they listed the 
events of each year, often in a rather disordered manner, before 
moving on to the next year. 
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In the twentieth century the term Rum-singular: Rilmf-is 
sometimes used in certain parts of the Arab world to designate 
not the Greeks, but Westerners in general. This is the case espe- 
cially in regions such as the northern part ofthe Arabian peninsu- 
la which were far more deeply affected by the Byzantine presence 
-up to the tenth century-than by the subsequent Frankish inva- 
s10ns. 

The word emir-or al-amfr in Arabic-originally meant ‘he who 
assumes command. Amfr al-mu'minfn was the commander, or 
prince, of believers: the prince of the faithful. The emirs of the 
army were more or less the chief officers. Amfr al-juyush was the 
supreme commander of the armies and amfr al-bar the comman- 
der-in-chief of the fleet, a word that was borrowed by the Occi- 
dentals in the truncated form amiral, or ‘admiral’ in English. 

The origins of the Seljuks are shrouded in mystery. Seljuk, the 
eponym ofthe clan, had two sons named Mikael and Israel, which 
suggests that the dynasty which unified the Muslim East was of 
Christian or Jewish origin. After their Islamicization, the Seljuks 
changed some oftheir names. ‘Israel’ in particular was Turkicized, 
becoming ‘Arslan’. 

La Geste du roi Danishmend was published in 1960, both in the 
original Arabic and in a French translation, by the French Insti- 
tute of Archeology in Istanbul. 


Chapter 2 


The principal work by Ibn al-Athir (1160-1233), al-Kamilfi'l-Tarfkh 
(The Perfect History) runs to thirteen volumes, and was repub- 
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lished by Sader of Beirut in 1979. Volumes 10, 11, and 12 deal, 
among many other things, with the Frankish invasions. French 
translations of some passages were included in the Recueil des his- 
toriens des croisades, published in Paris between 1881 and 1906 by 
the Academie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres. 

On the Assassins sect, see chapter 5. 

Ibn Jubayr's quotation about oil comes from Travels, French 
edition, p. 268; Arabic edition, p. 209. 

For more on Antioch and its environs, see Claude Cahen, La 
Syrie du Nord a lepoque des croisades et la principaute franque d'Antioche, 
Paris 1940. 


Chapter 3 


The Frankish chronicles of the epoch contain numerous accounts 
of the acts of cannibalism committed by the Frankish armies in 
Maarra in 1098, and they all agree. Until the nineteenth century, 
the facts of these events were included in the works of European 
historians, for example Michaud's I'Histoire des croisades, published 
in 1817-22. (See volume 1, pp. 357 and 577; also Bibliographie des 
croisades, pp. 48, 76, 183, 248.) In the twentieth century, however, 
these accounts have generally been concealed-perhaps in the in- 
terests of the West's ‘civilizing mission’? Grousset does not even 
mention them in the three volumes of his history; Runciman is 
content with a single allusion: the army was ‘suffering from star- 
vation ... and cannibalism seemed the only solution’ (vol. 1, p. 
261). 

On the Tafurs, see J. Prawer, Histoire du royaume franc ck Jerusalem, 
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CNRS, Paris 1975 (vol. 1, p. 216). 

For Usamah Ibn Mungidh, see chapter 7. 

On the origin of the name ‘Crac des Chevaliers’, see Paul De- 
schamps, La Toponomastique en Terre sainte au temps des croisades, in 
Recueil de travaux, Paris 1955; also P. Hitti, History of the Arabs, 
tenth edition, London 1970, p. 638. 

The Franj found the letter from the basileus in the tent of al- 
Afdal after the battle of Ascalon in August 1099. 


Chapter 4 


On the astonishing history of Nahr al-Kalb, see Philip Hitti, 
Tarfkh Lubnan (History of Lebanon), Assagafa, Beirut 1978. 

After his return to Europe, Bohemond tried to invade the 
Byzantine empire. Alexius asked Kilij Arslan to send troops to 
help him repel the attack. Defeated and captured, Bohemond was 
forced to sign a treaty recognizing the rights of the Rum to Anti- 
och. Because of this humiliation, he never returned to the Middle 
East. 

Edessa is the modern city of Urfa, in Turkey. 


Chapter 5 


On the battle of Tyre and other matters concerning this city, see 
M. Chehab, Tyr a lepoque des croisades, Adrien-Maisonneuve, Paris 
REVS 
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The Aleppan Kamal al-Din Ibn al-Adim (1192-1262) devoted 
only the first part of his life to writing the history of his city. He 
broke off his chronicle in 1223, for he had become completely ab- 
sorbed in his political and diplomatic activity and his many trav- 
els in Syria, Iraq, and Egypt. The original text of his History of 
Aleppo was published by the Institut Francais of Damascus in 
1968. No French or English translation is available. 

The site of the battle between Ilghazi and the army of Antioch 
is given different names in different sources: Sarmada, Darb Sar- 
mada, Tel Agibrin. The Franj called it Ager sanguinis, or field of 
blood. 

On the Assassins, see M. Hodgson, The Order of Assassins, Mou- 
ton, the Hague, 1955. 


Chapter 6 


The hospital founded in Damascus in 1154 continued to function 
until 1899, when it was turned into a school. 

The father of Zangi, Aq Sunqur, had been governor of Aleppo 
until 1094. Accused of treason by Ridwan's father, Tutush, he was 
beheaded. The young Zangi was then adopted by Karbuga of Mo- 
sul, who brought him up and had him take part in all his battles. 

The princess Zumurrud was the daughter of the emir Jawali, 
former governor of Mosul. 


Chapter 7 
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The emir Usamah Ibn Mungidh, who was born in 1095, two years 
before the Franj arrived in Syria, and died in 1188, one year after 
Jerusalem was retaken, holds a special place among Arab witness- 
es of the Crusades. A writer, diplomat, and politician, he was per- 
sonally acquainted with Nur al-Din, Saladin, Mu'in al-Din ‘Unar, 
King Fulk, and many others. An ambitious intriguer and schemer, 
he was accused of having arranged the assassination of a Fatimid 
caliph and an Egyptian vizier and of having sought to overthrow 
his uncle the sultan and even his friend Muin al-Din. But it is his 
image as an astute man of letters, a sharp observer with a keen 
sense of humour, that has been most durable. Usamah's major 
work, his autobiography, was published in Paris in 1893 by H. 
Derenbourg. This edition contained the original Arabic text, a 
French version composed of a mixture of quotations and para- 
phrases, and a mass of observations about Usamah, his epoch, 
and his relations with the Franj. 

For an account of the battle of Edessa, see J.-B. Chabot, lm 
episode ck l'histoire des croisades, in Melanges, Geuthner, Paris 1924. 


Chapter 8 


For more about the life and times of the son of Zangi, see N. Elis- 
seeff, Nur-ad-Din, un grand prince musulman de Syrie au temps des 
croisades, Institut Francais of Damascus, 1967. 

The primary legal source of revenue for all the princes, Nur al- 
Din included, was their share of the booty taken from the enemy: 
gold, silver, horses, captives sold as slaves. The chroniclers say 
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that the price of the latter diminished significantly when there 
were too many of them. In some cases a man could even be ex- 
changed for a pair of shoes! 

Violent earthquakes devastated Syria at various times during 
the Crusades. Although the 1157 tremor was the most spectacu- 
lar, not a single decade passed without some major cataclysm. 


Chapter 9 


The eastern branch of the Nile, dried up today, was called the 
Pelusian branch, because it ran through the ancient city of 
Pelusus. It flowed into the Mediterranean Sea near Sabkhat al- 
Bardawil, or Baldwin Marsh. 

The Ayyiib family had to leave Takrit in 1138, shortly after Sal- 
adin's birth there, for Shirkuh, or so the story goes, had to kill a 
man to avenge a woman's honour. 

Originally from north Africa, the Fatimids governed Egypt from 
966 to 1171. It was they who founded the city of Cairo: al-Qahira, 
meaning ‘the Victorious. Their rulers claimed to be descended 
from Fatima, the daughter of the Prophet and the wife of “li, in- 
spirer of Shiism. 

On the vicissitudes of the astonishing battle for Egypt, see G 
Schlumberger, Campagnes du roi Amaury ler de Jerusalem en Egypte, 
Paris 1906. 


Chapter 10 
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The letter of the Aleppans, like most of Saladin’s messages, may 
be found in the ‘Book of the Two Gardens’, by the Damascene 
chronicler Abu Shama (1203-1267). It contains a precious compi- 
lation of a great many official documents that can be found 
nowhere else. 

Baha’ al-Din Ibn Shaddad (1145-1234) entered Saladin's ser- 
vice shortly before the battle of I:Iinin. He remained an adviser 
and confidant of the sultan until the latter's death. His biography 
of Saladin was recently republished, in the original Arabic with 
French translation, in Beirut and Paris (Mediterranee, 1981). 

Saladin was not the only one to display gracious manners on 
the occasion of the marriage in Karak. The mother of the groom 
insisted on sending meticulously prepared dishes for the troops 
besieging the city, so that they might also participate in the festiv- 
ities. 

The testimony of Saladin's son about the battle of I:Iinin is cit- 
ed by Ibn al-Athir, vol. 9, year of the Hegira 583. 

An associate of Nur al-Din before entering Saladin’s service, 
Imad al-Din al-Asfahani (1125-1201) produced many works of 
history and literature, in particular an invaluable anthology of po- 
etry. His extraordinary overblown style casts some doubt on the 
value of his testimony about the events he experienced. His narra- 
tive Conquete de la Syrie et de la Palestine par Saladin was published by 
the Academie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres, Paris 1972. 


Chapter 11 
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According to the Muslim faith, God once led Muhammad on a 
miraculous nocturnal journey from Mecca to al-Aql]a mosque in 
Jerusalem and thence to heaven. There Mu}:iammad met Jesus and 
Moses, an encounter symbolizing the continuity of the three ‘reli- 
gions ofthe book. 

For Orientals-whether Arabs, Armenians, or Greeks-the 
beard was a symbol ofvirility. They were amused, and sometimes 
scandalized, by the clean-shaven faces of most of the Frankish 
knights. 

Among the many Western works devoted to Saladin, we should 
single out that of S. Lane-Pool, published in London in 1898 un- 
der the title Saladin and the Fall o fthe Kingdom o fJerusalem. Unfortu- 
nately, this work has faded into obscurity in recent years. It was 
republished in Beirut in 1964, by Khayats. 


Chapter 12 


It seems that in 1219 al-Kamil had a meeting with Francis of As- 
sisi, who had come East in the vain hope of restoring peace. Al- 
Kamil is said to have listened sympathetically to Francis and to 
have given him gifts; he then had him escorted back to the camp 
ofthe Franj. ‘To my knowledge, no Arab source relates this event. 

Sibt Ibn al-Jawzi (1186-1256), an orator and chronicler of 
Damascus, published a voluminous universal history entitled 
Mirat al-Zaman (The Mirror of Time), only some fragments of 
which have been published. 

On the astonishing personality of the emperor, see Benoist- 
Meschin, Frederic de Hohenstaufen ou le reve excommunie, Paris 1980. 
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Chapter 13 


For a history of the Mongols, see R. Grousset, [Empire des steppes, 
Paris 1939. The exchange of letters between Louis IX and Ayyub 
is reported by the Egyptian chronicler al-Maqrizi (1364-1442). 

Jamal al-Din Ibn Wallfil (1207-1298), a diplomat and lawyer, 
wrote a chronicle of the Ayyubid period and the beginning of the 
Mamluk era. To my knowledge, his work has never been pub- 
lished in full, although quotations and fragmentary translations 
exist in Michaud and Gabrieli. 

After the destruction of Alamut, the Assassins sect survived in 
the most peaceable form imaginable: as the Ismailis, followers of 
the Agha Khan. It is sometimes forgotten that he is the direct suc- 
cessor of l:Iasan Ibn aH,abbal.i. 

The version of the deaths of Aybeg and Shajar al-Durr reported 
here is that of a popular medieval epic, Sfrat al-Malik al-Zahir Bay- 
bars, as-Sakafiya, Beirut. 


Chapter 14 


The Egyptian chronicler Ibn %.bd-al-Zahir (1233-1293), secretary 
of the sultans Baybars and Qalawun, suffered the misfortune of 
seeing his major work, ‘The Life of Baybars’, summarized by an 
ignorant nephew who left only a truncated and insipid text. The 
few fragments of the original work that have survived reveal Ibn 
Y, bd-al-Zahir's genuine talent as writer and historian. 

Of all the Arab historians and chroniclers that I have cited' 
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Abul-Fida’ (1273-1331) is the only one to have governed a state. 
Granted, it was a tiny one-the emirate of Hama-and the Ayyu- 
bid emir was therefore able to devote most of his time to his 
many literary works, among them Mukhtar  Tarfkh al-Bashar, 
‘Summary ofthe History of Humanity. Both the original text and 
a French translation may be found in Recueil des historiens des 
croisades. 

Although Western domination of Tripoli ended in 1289, many 
names of Frankish origin have persisted down to modern times, 
both in the city and in neighbouring regions: Anjiil (Anjou), 
Dueyhi (Douai), Dikiz (de Guise), Dabliz (de Blise), Shanbiir 
(Chambord), Shanfiir (Chamfort), Franjieh (Franque). 


In conclusion, let us mention three other works: 

Z. Oldenburg, Les Croisades, Paris 1965, an account sensitive to 
the Oriental Christians. 

R. Pernoud, Les Hormmes des croisades, Paris 1977. 

J. Sauveget, Historiens arabes, Paris 1946. 
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Chronology 


Before the Invasion 


The emigration-or hijra-ofthe Prophet Mul).ammad from 
Mecca to Medina. Beginning of the Muslim calendar. 


622 


638 The caliph ‘Umar takes Jerusalem. 


oes and Eighth Centuries: the Arabs build an enormous em- 
enh pire, from the Indus River in the east to the Pyrenees in 


the west. 


Death ofthe caliph Harun al-Rashid: the Arab empire at its 
apogee. 


809 


Tenth Century: Although their civilzation is still flourishing, 


political decline among the Arabs begins. The caliphs lose 
their power to Turkish and Persian military officers. 
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1055 The Seljuk Turks are rulers of Baghdad. 


The Seljuks crush the Byzantines at Malazgerd and seize 


1071 Asia Minor. They soon control the entire Muslim East ex- 


cept for Egypt. 


Invasion 


1096 


Kilij Arslan, sultan of Nicaea, crushes a Frankish invasion 
army led by Peter the Hermit. 


First great Frankish expedition. Nicaea is taken; Kilij Ar- 
slan is defeated at Dorylaeum. 


The Franj take Edessa and then Antioch, and triumph over 


1098 a Muslim rescue army commanded by Karbuqa, ruler of 


Mosul. The incident of cannibalism in Ma’arra. 


Fall of Jerusalem, followed by massacres and plunder. De- 
bacle of the Egyptian rescue army. The qa# of Damascus, 


1099 al-I:iarwi, leads a delegation of refugees to Baghdad to de- 


nounce the lack of action by Muslim leaders in face of the 


invasion. 
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Occupation 


1100 Baldwin, count of Edessa, escapes an ambush near Beirut 
and proclaims himself king ofJerusalem. 


1104 Muslim victory at I:Iarran, which checks the Frankish east- 
ward advance. 


Curious battle near Tel Bashir: two Islamo-Frankish coali- 
tions confront one another. 


1109 Fall of Tripoli after a 2000-day siege. 
1110 Fall of Beirut and Saida. 


Ibn al-Khashab, the gaf of Aleppo, organizes a riot against 
1111 the caliph of Baghdad to demand intervention against the 
Frankish occupation. 


1112 Victorious resistance at Tyre. 


Alliance of Muslim and Frankish princes of Syria against an 
1115 army dispatched by the sultan. 
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1119 Ilghazi, ruler of Aleppo, crushes the Franj at Sarmada. 


1124 The Franj take Tyre: they now occupy the entire coast, ex- 
cept for Ascalon. 


1125 Ibn al-Khashab is murdered by the Assassins sect. 


Riposte 


1108 Failure of a Franj thrust at Damascus. Zangi the ruler of 
Aleppo. 


1135 Zangi tries, unsuccessfully, to take Damascus. 
1137 Zangi captures Fulk, king ofJerusalem, then releases him. 
1140 Alliance of Damascus and Jerusalem against Zangi. 


Zangi takes Edessa, destroying the first of the four Frank- 
ish states of the Orient. 


Murder of Zangi. His son Niir al-Din replaces him in Alep- 
po. 


1146 
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Victory 


Debacle at Damascus for a new Frankish expedition led 
1148 by Conrad, emperor of Germany, and Louis VII, king of 
France. 


1154 Niir al-Din takes control of Damascus, unifying Muslim 
Syria under his authority. 


1163 The struggle for Egypt. Shirkiih, lieutenant of Niir al-Din, 


69 ~ finally wins. Proclaimed vizier, he dies two months later. 


He is succeeded by his nephew Saladin. 


Saladin proclaims the overthrow of the Fatimid caliphate. 
1171 Sole master of Egypt, he finds himself in conflict with 
Niir al-Din. 


1174 Death of Niir al-Din. Saladin takes Damascus. 


1183 Saladin takes Aleppo. Egypt and Syria now reunited under 
his aegis. 


The year ofvictory. Saladin crushes the Frankish armies at 
Wor I;ligin, near Lake Tiberias. He reconquers Jerusalem and 
the greater part of the Frankish territories. The occupiers 


now hold only Tyre, Tripoli, and Antioch. 
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Reprieve 


1190 Setback for Saladin at Acre. Intervention of Richard the 
~ Lionheart, king of England, enables the Franj to recover 


92 
several cities from the sultan, but not Jerusalem. 


Saladin dies in Damascus at the age of 55. After several 
1193 years of civil war, his empire is reunited under the author- 


ity of his brother al-Y.dil. 
1204 The Franj take Constantinople. Sack of the city. 


Invasion of Egypt by the Franj. They take Damietta and 
~ head for Cairo, but the sultan al-Kamil, son of al-%dil, fi- 
nally repels them. 


1218 


Al-Kamil delivers Jerusalem to the emperor Frederick II of 
1229 Hohenstaufen, arousing a storm of indignation in the 
Arab world. 


Expulsion 


1244 The Franj lose Jerusalem for the last time. 


Invasion of Egypt by Louis IX, king of France, who is de- 
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1248- feated and captured. Fall of the Ayyubid dynasty; replaced 
50 by the rule of the Mamluks. 


The Mongol chief Hiilegii, grandson of Genghis Khan, 
1258 sacks Baghdad, massacring the population and killing the 
last “Ybbasid caliph. 


The Mongol army, after occupying first Aleppo and then 
1260 Damascus, is defeated at the battle of “yn Jfiliit in Pa- 
lestine. Baybars at the head of the Mamluk sultanate. 


Baybars takes Antioch, which had been allied with the 
Mongols. 


1268 
1270 Louis IX dies near Tunis in the course ofa failed invasion. 


1289 The Mamluk sultan Qalawiin takes Tripoli. 


1291 The sultan Khalil, son of Qalawiin, takes Acre, putting an 
end to two centuries of Frankish presence in the Orient. 
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Glossary 


alim (pl. ulama’). A doctor of Islamic sciences, in particular legal 
and religious studies. The term is occasionally applied to any 
learned man. 

atab, ,. A Turkish title literally meaning ‘prince-father’. Originally 
the atabegs were guardians appointed for minor princes of the 
Seljuk clan, but eventually they became defacto rulers. 

basileus. The royal title used by ancient Greek kings; adopted by 
Heraclius in the year 610 and subsequently the official title of 
Byzantine emperors. 

caliph. Anglicized form ofthe Arabic word khalifa literally ‘succes- 
sor. The title was adopted by the first leaders of the Muslim 
state after the death of Mu}lammad and designated the spiritu- 
al and temporal commander of the believers, or ‘prince of the 
faithful’. By the time of the Crusades, the caliphs were mere 
figureheads under the domination of other leaders. 

drwan. Although the word has various meanings, the sense here is 
‘council’ or ‘court’, and by extension the room in which a coun- 
cil or court would meet. 

emir. A Turkish title designating a military commander, derived 
from the Arabic amfr, originally meaning ‘one who commands’, 
or ‘prince’. 

fidaf (pl., fidiifn, or fedayeen). Literally, ‘one who sacrifices him- 
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self. By extension, fighters who are prepared to risk their lives 
with abandon. 

bammam. Public bath; also an important social institution in Arab 
society. 

hijra. The ‘emigration’ of the Prophet Mu}:lammad from Mecca to 
Medina in the year 622. It marks the start of the Muslim calen- 
dar; the Anglicized form is ‘Hegira’. 

imam. The leader of public prayers; also the leader of a Muslim 
community. 

jihad. Holy war against unbelievers. In Islam, jihad is a duty of all 
Muslims, although there is disagreement about the form it 
must take and the circumstances in which it is appropriate. 

khamsfn. A hot desert wind not unlike the Italian sirocco. 

koran. Anglicized form of Qur'an, the Muslim holy book. 

mamililk. Originally ‘slave’ (the word literally means ‘owned’); sub- 
sequently, a slave trained to be a soldier and even military com- 
mander; especially applied to those of Turkish or Circassian ori- 
gin, who later founded a dynasty. 

muezzin. Anglicized form of the Arabic muadhdhin, the man who 
calls the hour of prayer, usually from atop a minaret. 

mujahid (pl., mujahidfn). Fighter, or freedom fighter. The word is 
derived from the same root as jihad. 

mushrikfn. Polytheists. Derived from a root meaning ‘to associate’, 
it was originally applied to people who ‘associated’ other gods 
to the One True God. 

giidf A judge administering religious law, which in Islam is the 
basis of civil law as well. 

rafs. President or ‘head’. Applied to various posts of civic respon- 


sibility. 
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sa il. Coast or coastline. 

sharif. A noble. Originally applied only to descendants of the 
Prophet, of the Hashemite clan. 

Shi'i. A Muslim who is a member of the religious current founded 
by the supporters of ‘Ali, the fourth caliph and cousin and son- 
in-law of Mu}:iammad. Shiism (derived from the word shfa, 
‘party’ or ‘faction’, meaning the party or faction of %li) became 
the major minority religious grouping of Islam. Here, in con- 
trast to Sunni (see below). 

souk. A market-place, often consisting of dozens, even hundreds, 
of stalls and shops. 

Sufi. A Muslim mystic, usually a member ofa particular religious 
order with its own distinctive rites. 

Sunni. A Muslim of the majority current of Islam. So-called be- 
cause the Sunnis claim the authority of the sunna, or ‘practice 
of the Prophet. 

ulama’. See ‘alim. 

vizier. Anglicized form of the Arabic wazfr, or ‘minister’. Under 
the Fatimid dynasty of Egypt, the vizier was in charge of the 
administration ofthe realm, in the name of the caliph. 
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A Note on Pronunciation 


As Amin Maaloufhas said, he intends his work to be accessible to 
readers with no expert knowledge of the Middle East or the Arab 
world. At the same time, there seems little doubt that The Cru- 
sades Through Arab Eyes will be of special value to the growing 
number of people whose interest in Arab history and culture is 
more than merely casual. For this reason, it has been decided to 
transliterate the Arabic names and words that appear in the text. 
The standard system oftransliteration adopted will be immediate- 
ly comprehensible to those who know the Arabic alphabet. For 
those who do not, what follows is a rough guide to pronuncia- 
tion. 

The Arabic letters designated by S, g, . and t are known as 
‘emphatic’, or ‘velarized’, consonants. Their pronunciation is sim- 
ilar to the equivalent letters without the dots, except that the 
back of the tongue is raised slightly (towards the velum) and they 
are articulated more strongly, giving them a somewhat ‘dark’ 
sound. The }i is a very strongly aspirated sound originating in the 
back of the throat; although it has no equivalent in any European 
language, its sound is not unlike that of an emphatically articulat- 
ed h, The symbol ' represents a glottal stop, the sound that begins 
each syllable of the English expression 'uh-oh' or the Cockney t 
The symbol ' represents another sound with no European equiva- 
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lent; phonetically, it is a voiced guttural stop produced in the very 
back of the throat, by constricting the larynx. 

The combination d& represents the sound of the th in the Eng- 
lish word then; kh is similar to the @ in the German adi or the 
Scottish loch, but is somewhat more guttural; gh represents a 
sound similar to the Parisian 4 more or less the sound made 
when gargling. 

Bars over the vowels (a, | u) indicate that they are to be pro- 
nounced long. Classical written Arabic, though rich in conso- 
nants, has only six pure vowels, three long and three short. The 
short ones are similar to the vowels in cat, did, and put; their long 
equivalents are, roughly, father, seen, and food. The diphthong ay 
is pronounced like the i in bite, aw like the ow in down. 

All the other letters, including combinations of letters (th as in 
think, sh as in share), are similar to their English equivalents. The q 
is pronounced further back in the throat than the k 

In general, if the last syllable of a word has a long vowel or a 
diphthong, that syllable is accented. If the word has no long vow- 
el or diphthong, it is accented on the third syllable from the end. 
Otherwise, the accent tends to fall on the penultimate syllable. 

The hyphen does not stand for a sound, but simply indicates 
that the two components ofa word are closely linked grammati- 
cally (for example al-, meaning ‘the’, which is prefixed to the 
word which follows). It can be ignored in pronunciation. 
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Index 


baq 150, 151, 152, 153 

Abagii, 11-Khiin 251 

bbasids 9, 29, 54, 55, 99, 119, 172, 243, 280 

al-Abiwardi 268 

Abii Bakr 216 

Abii Firiis 182 

Abul-Faraj Basil 134, 135, 136 

Abul-Fidii’ 254, 255, 257, 258, 259, 276 

Abii Sharna 273 

Abii Tiihir 101, 102 

INGIC 275475029, 107, fe 8S O41 95,7703, 2050 2 06,2 075208) 209-2 10n i 21D, 
DNOZ2 2,2 23,226,249, 045,249,290, 0 52,299,294,2909,2 90,297 .290,259, 
249,250 

ala Adid’ 62, Noo, 166,169, 17,0) 171 72 

al-'Adil (Saladin's brother) 186, 195, 199, 209, 211, 212, 213, 218, 219, 220, 222, 
223,224,279 

al-Afijlal, al-Malik (uncle of Saladin) 192,193,216,217,218,219 

al-Af<jal, Shiihinshiih (Fatimid vizier) 44, 45, 46, 47, 48, 52, 67, 68, 76, 79, 88, 94, 
MOLE, WO2. Woy, YI0 

Afghanistan, 9 

Agca, Mehmet Ali 265 

Agha Khan 275 
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Ailba 119, 120 Arsuf211 
Alamut99, 103,112,242,275 Artuk46 
Albert of Aix 40 Ascalon 50, 52, 88, 90, 96, 117, 160, 195,196,203,212,214,270,278 
Albruz Mountains 99 Ascanian Lake 5, 3B 
Aleppo 23, 25, 38, 68, 69, 81, 84, 85, 86, 87, 90, 91, 92, 93, 94, 95, 96, 97, 98, 104, Asfahani, Imiid al-Din (see Imad al-Din al-Asfahani) 
113, 114, 117, 120,123,124,125,126, 128, 136, 138, 139, 145, 146, 147, 149, al-Ashraf 224, 225 
151, 152, 153, 154,155,161, 164, 168, 169, 171, 176, 181, 182, 183, 184, 186, Assassins 22, 23, 87, 91, 98, 99, 100, 101, 102, 103, 104, 105, 109, 110, 111, 112, 
195,206,218,230,243,247,248,271,278,279,280 D1 Ss lo We 17a ele 1s. 1832.) 24 275.278 
Alexander the Great 89 Aybeg 241, 244, 245, 275 
Alexandria 167, 168, 169, 220, 225 ‘Ayn Jalut 246, 247, 248, 280 
Alexius Comnenus 4, 5, 9, 10, 12, 13, 14, 44, 45, 46, 47, 83, 124, 271 Ayyub (father of Saladin) 117, 118, 128, 152, 173, 174 
Ali 273 Ayyub (son of al-Kami!) 236, 237, 238, 275 
Alix (daughter ofBaldwin II) 115, 116, 125 Ayyubids 184,218,219,240,252,275,280 
Alp Arslan 91 al-'Aziz 218 
Amalric 159, 160, 161, 162, 163, 164, 165, 166, 167, 168, 169, 170, 171, 172, 173, 
17%6 Baal 127 
[here Ms Ge Fe Baalbek 127, 128, 137, 139 
Antioch 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34, 35, 36, PRE ee pe 
38, 42, 43, 44, 45, 52, 60, 68, 69, 83, 87, 88, 91, 93, 94, 95, 104, 110, 114, 115, belsgyn es ler 
Badr al-Jamali 99 


116, 125, 135, 146, 147, 155, 156, 157, 163, 186, 205, 206, 222, 245, 249, 250, 


251,255,271,277,279,280 Baghdad i, iv, 9, 20, 44, 52, 53, 54, 55, 69, 77, 78, 79, 81, 82, 83, 85, 90, 103, 113, 


114,117,118,125,126,206,230,242,243,262,277,278,280 


Ag Sunqur 271 
al-Aqa (mosque) 49, 50, 128, 129, 198, 199, 200, 229, 274 Baghras 205 
nN Baha’ al-Din Ibn Shaddad 177, 178, 179, 195,206,207,208,209, 210, 211, 215, 
qtay 248 
Arghun,II-Khan 253, 254 2G PAUP 78 
al-'Arish 94 Bahram 102, 103 
Aristotle 227 Balak 95, 96, 97, 114 
al-Balana 17 


Arnat (see Reynald of Chatillon) 


'Araa 43, 47 Baldwin of Flanders 222 
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Baldwin ofEdessa (King ofJerusalem) 30, 61, 62, 63, 64, 67, 68, 79, 80, 81, 87, 88, 


94,278 
Baldwin II 70, 71, 72, 73, 74, 94, 95, 97, 105, 110, 111, 116 
Baldwin II 152, 153, 163 
Baldwin IV 177, 184, 185, 186 
Baldwin V 185 
Balian oflbelin 196, 197, 198, 199 
Balikh River 70 
Baniyas 110, 117, 128 
Banu Yammar 42, 43, 255 
al-Bardawn (see Baldwin) 
Barkiyarug 55, 69, 76 
Basra 113 
Batini (see Assassins) 
Batit, Yusif, 197 
Baybars240, 246,247,248,249,250,251,252,262,275,280 
Beaufort Castle 249 
Beirut43,45, 47, 61, 62, 63, 67, 77, 80,154,195,204,208,220,259,278 
Bekaa Valley 75, 265 
Bethlehem 196, 229 
Bilbays 161, 162, 163, 164, 168 
Bohemond 33, 35, 38, 59, 60, 61, 65, 68, 70, 71, 73, 94, 115, 271 
BohemondIl 104,115,125 
Bohemond Ill 186 
Bohemond IV (Prince of Antioch) 243,247, 249, 250 
al-Borsoki 98, 104 
Bosporus 9, 11, 64 
Bukaya 40, 41 
Bukhara 236 
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Buri (son ofTughtigin) 105, 109, 110, 111, 112, 120 
Buwayhids 99 
Byblos (seeJubayl) 


Cadmus, Prince 88 

Cairo 28, 44, 45, 46, 76, 81, 88, 94, 99, 101, 124, 125, 159, 160, 161, 162, 163, 
164, 165, 166,167,168, 169,170,171, 172, 173, 174, 176, 180, 181, 185, 215, 
D2ZE 2S 277 228.2512 O20 9 44, DJA 248,29 |), 2,29 

Carthage 251 

Cerdagne, Count of 77 

Chaka 13, 14 

Chios B 

Civitot 5, 6, 7, 8 

Conrad, King of Germany and Italy 148,149,279 

Conrad of Montferrat 204, 213, 214 

Constance 125 

Constantinople 3, 4, 5, 8 9, 13, 14, 20, 21, 44, 45, 46, 59, 64, 76, 83, 125, 146, 149, 
lo7 206.2222 261.279 

Crac des Chevaliers (see I:lin al-Akrad) 

Cypms alae, ts 7720S) 225.2 OY Zoe 

Damascus i tiy i, vj 9) 223,928) 455 59, 60) 61.62.63), 77,779, sl, 86, 87, 97, 
O35 LOS AL SOO 22 Ise A 627 235153; 
137, 139, 146,147,148, 149,150,151, 152, 153, 154, 155, 161, 171, 174, 180, 
181, 183, 185, 186, 188, 189,215,218, 224, 228, 230, 231, 236, 243, 245, 246, 
DAS, LOS. Oa", On O27 9,200) 

Damitetta 171, 220; 223, 224, 225, 226; 238, 239; 240, 279 

Dandolo, Enrico, Doge of Venice 220 

Danishmend 10, 11, 14, 15, 16, 17, 52, 59, 60, 64, 65, 68 

Dar al-TIlm 42, 80 
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al-Dawliihi 21 7 

Dead Sea 162 

Dirghiim 160, 162 

Diya al-Din (see Ibn al-Athir) 

Dorylaeum 15, 16, 17, 64,147,277 

IDugigN2 27 235 Ban 25, 38, 45 OU OlG25 103, 00100,075. 2 


Edessa 29530) 31) 52,61) 69, 70, 715 73, 749 1105 133, 134) 136), 189.146, 147, 
D7 M27 2.277.275 

Eilat 186 

al-Fiiclil 216 

Fakhr al-Din Ibn al-Sh, ykh D206 227 220) 229) 738.209 

Fakhr al-Mulk Ibn “Ammar 57, 62, 63, 66, 75, 76, 77, 78, 79, 80 

al-Faramii 94 

Fatimids 44, 46, 99, 101, 110, 1641, 171, 172, 27:1, 279 

al-Findalawi 148 

Firuz 31 

Francis of Assisi 274, 275 

Frederick Barbarossa 206, 207 

Frederick II of Hohenstaufen 225, 226, 227, 228, 229, 230, 236, 280 

Fulk, Count of Anjou, King ofJerusalem 116, 117, 123, 124, 127, 128, 130, 133, 
ee 75 


Galilee 188, 194, 223, 246, 249, 256 
Gaza 196, 244, 245 

Genghis Khan 235, 236, 237, 241 
Genoa 76 

Ghazi 115 

Ghuta 111, 148,236 

Godfrey ofBouillon 52, 59, 60, 61 
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Golan Heights 60, 191, 265 
Guy of Lusignan, King ofJerusalem 185, 187, 188, 193, 204, 205, 219 


I:Jabib al-Najjar, Mount 20, 33 

Haifa 67, 195, 252 

al-Halhuli 148 

Hama 38, 154, 181,248,254, 258, 276 

I:Jaram al-Sharif 229, 231 

al-I:Iarawi, Abu $a‘ad i, ii, iii, iv, 52, 53, 54, 55, 59, 81, 103, 200, 268, 278 
Lliirim 163 

Llarriin 69, 70, 71, 76, 93, 127, 154, 278 

Hiirun al-Rashid 54, 277 

I:Iasan Ibn al-$abbiil:i 98, 99, 100, 101, 102, 103, 172, 275 
Henry, King of France 256, 258 

Henry of Champagne, Count (al-kond Herri) 219 

Heraclea 65 

Herat 236 

Hethoum 243, 247, 249, 50 

I:lin al-Akriid 41, 42, 251, 258 

Elimite Oe IS2 1Son 203520802 lise2 190247 2732745279 
Homs 38, 42, 59, 66, 77, 123, 125, 126, 127, 144, 153, 154, 169, 181 
Hospitallers 185, 188, 189, 194, 253 

Hugh of Le Puiset 117 

Hiilegi.i 242, 243, 244, 245,246,247, 251, 280 


Ibn “Abd-al-Ziihir 250, .51, 253, 275 

Ibn ‘Ammar 261 

Ibn al-Athir (chronicler) 19, 24, 26, 28, 31, 32, 34, 35, 36, 38, 39, 42, 44, 49, 50, 
D3) 9D) (09s 04) 100.07) ©6109) /05 6/273, 94 95 97 NO le OS. 0S 2 ee: 
121, 123, 124, 125 138, 143, 144, 147, 148, 149, 150, 163, 168, 169, 170, 171, 
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74 Sle 82 1835 184s 5. GOsl87 89, 1905 197 9S 1969197519352 03- 
2052 06.22 0827 2 233 00, 269 274 

Ibn al-Athir, Diya al-Din 218 

IbnJubayr 27, 61, 69, 112,185,263,268,270 

Ibn al-Khashiib 81, 82, 83, 84, 85, 86, 90, 91, 92, 93, 97, 98, 102, 103, 104, 125, 
278 

Ibn Maymun, Musa (see Musa) 

Ibn Mungidh (see Usiimah) 

Ibn Mungidh, Sultan 40, 261 

Ibn al-Qaliinisi iv, 3, 14, 17, 21, 22, 46, 50, 52, 53 59, 60, 61, 68, 71, 75, 77, 78, 79, 
80,5015, 82, 86, 8% 88). 89; 90, 92, 94°97, 10259103, 104, 109k LO; IT 2 15; 
116, 118, 136, 137, 138, 139, 146, 147, 148, 149, 150, 154, 268, 269 

Ibn Sinjil (see Saint-Gilles) 

Ibn al-Waqgar 155 

Ibn Wiil@il 238, 239, 240,241,275 

Iftikhiir al-Dawla, General 48, 49, 50 

Ilghazi 46, 92, 93, 94, 95, 114, 271, 278 

lliyii’ Qerusalem) 

‘Imiid al-Din al-Asfahiini 193, 194, 200, 274 

Imiid al-Din (see Zangi) 

Irbil 206 

‘Isa 209, 210 

Isfahan 9, 10, 74, 82, 114 

Ismii'il, son of Buri 117, 119, 120, 121 


Jiibar 138 

jeu, WU, WIS, Bil, wile AAG, 2x8 
Jaliil al-Mulk 42, 43, 62 

Janah al-Dawlah 42 
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Jauralin/2 7/35 7 7be 272 

Jazira 26, 125, 143, 145,206, 224, 225 

Jekermish 69, 70, 71, 72 

Jerusalem ii, iii, iv, 9, 40, 45, 46, 47, 48, 51, 52, 53, 54, 60, 61, 63, 64, 67, 75, 81, 
86, 93, 95, 96, 105, 110, 114, 128, 133, 135, 136, 144, 147, 149, 151, 152, 154, 
aap elGOV 1 GShIGS, N66, 7 ISOS 4 SG I37, 185, 195) 197,195.) 199, 200; 
203 205s 206, 20952 LO. Meda a 2 20 206 227s 226. 
2303 231235,2360,235,239,244.254 262, 269,272,2/45277,278,279,280 

Jesus 49, 192, 196, 274 

Jidda 186 

John of Brienne 222, 225 

John II Comnenus 124, 125 

John Paul II 265 

jordan River 16229174551 86,19 12 115 28. 285.23 1 

Joscelin I 72, 74, 95 

Joscelin If 125, 126, 133, 134, 135, 137, 139, 146 

Jubayl iii, iv, 44, 195 

Juniya 63 


al-Kahf219 

Me Ki suas nll QW) YAS Ws EV IWS, DIT APS I) IND) IE PAB NS) DENS, ONG w) NYS 2 AE. 
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